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Summary 


Office worker Alina Starkov feels like her job is wearing her away, smothering her artistic 
ambitions. Businessman Aleksander Morozova has everything--except the perfect little wife 
to start a family with. He meets Alina by chance one day and realizes immediately that she is 
ideal for the job. She just needs a little training first. 

AKA, the modern AU wherein Sasha hires Alina in order to prepare her to become his wife. 
Not that she realizes his intention. She's just thrilled for the salary and the flexible hours. 


Notes 


Hi everyone! This is my first stab at a modern AU, and it's very much still in development. 
I'm not precisely sure how long it will be. But I promise there will be fluff, and a lot of 
jewelry and fancy clothes, and a rich, condescending Sasha who adores Alina. 


And yes, I am using this first chapter to complain about my current admin job. How did you 
guess? 


Chapter 1 


The tulips had withered in their vase days before, but Alina had not noticed them until that 
morning, her first day off in weeks, as the sun slanted through her quiet apartment and fell on 
the shriveled petals. She ignored them. Certainly, she ought to dispose of the rotting blooms. 
In an easier season, a less exhausted day, she would have relished walking five blocks to the 
family-owned flower shop to purchase a new bouquet. But this morning, she was exhausted 
and demoralized. Time moved too quickly and too slowly. So she turned away with a sigh 
and slumped in her chair, opening her laptop in search of distraction and sipping from a 
massive cup of coffee. Perhaps when she was caffeinated, she would find the energy to tend 
her home. But not right now. 


Alina’s job was not important; not to her mind, at least. It was busy though, peculiarly 
pressurized in the way thankless administrative positions so often are. She was only one of a 
fleet of staff making certain that students could return to the university and start their 
semester without difficulty, that special events went smoothly. Now welcome week was over, 
she had a single day of relaxation before the next task swallowed her alive: ensuring a major 
donor visit ran smoothly. Some alumnus and business titan called Aleksander Morozova, the 
almost-Russian of his name a perpetual annoyance as she spell-checked her emails to his 
assistant and to the university president’s office. At least the man flew privately, so she did 
not have to worry about misspelling his name on a plane ticket. 


But Morozova’s visit was tomorrow’s concern. Today, she could rest. Mal had promised to 
take her to dinner, to celebrate surviving the start of term. Her salary did not actually permit a 
day of indulgence, much as she longed for a facial or a proper shopping trip. But she could 
take a hot bath, style her hair, and enjoy a couple of hours dreaming and writing at her 
favorite coffee shop before preparing for their night out. 


Or she could sit here, browse Twitter, wash a few dishes, and generally not move and not see 
anyone. Difficult decision. 


She did manage to get herself out the door—eventually. She had not done her hair, nor her 
makeup, nor bothered to change out of her oversized loungewear. Sitting at a rickety table by 
the cafe window, sipping her cappuccino and nibbling on a cold pain au raisin, she searched 
for inspiration. She tried to write every day and mostly succeeded. But it frustrated her that, 
whenever she had real time for her work, it felt like her good ideas had been drowned in 
tedium and exhaustion. 


She had accepted this job with high hopes, promising herself that she would complete the 
mindless admin work efficiently and then devote her evenings to creativity, pouring out the 
ideas that had piled up during the day. But the work had proven more demanding than 
expected, overflowing her contracted hours, and she rarely had energy for more than half an 
hour of scribbling. Half an hour was still something though, she reminded herself. “Don’t let 
the perfect be the enemy of the good” had long been her mantra. 


Today, she jotted down a few thoughts about a side character in her novel, then sketched a 
couple of paragraphs describing passersby on the street. She found herself losing focus, 
though, dropping her pen, resting her face in her hands, and thinking about dinner that night 
with Mal. Where would he take her? What mood would he be in? What would he say about 
her most recent short story idea? At that thought, she sighed and wondered if she should even 
tell him about it. Mal used to be her best friend, her biggest supporter, the audience for all her 
best stories. And then they had grown up. 


She sighed, set aside such musings, attempted to return her focus to the words on the page. 
But they eluded her. Her pen zagged angrily, leaving only meaningless patterns behind. With 
a huff, she gulped the last of her drink and went home to prepare for dinner. 


By the time she reached her studio apartment, it was too late for a proper bath. She showered 
hastily instead, shaving her legs while bent over awkwardly, raking her fingers through her 
hair while blowing it dry to encourage waves. A bit of concealer, a bit of blush to hide her 
exhaustion. Mal always commented when she looked like she had not been sleeping. A flirty 
little pleated skirt—unfortunately paired with tights, puffer, and beret due to the cold—made 
her feel at least presentable. 


She wondered, as she waited idly by the door, watching her phone, what Mal would be like 
tonight. Would he be irritable and snappish, as he had been increasingly since he entered the 
workforce? Would he be superficial and flirty? If so, with her or with someone else? Or 
would he be sweet and understanding—the boy she had adored through high school? She 
could never predict his mood these days, but she endured the uncertainty for the rare 
moments of gentleness and even adoration he offered. One day, surely, he would settle, and 
they could return to the early affection of their relationship. One day, surely, he would want 
more with her than the occasional hook-up. Until then, she would be here, waiting. She had 
become accomplished at waiting. 


And wait she did, for the ten minutes until Mal was due to arrive. Then ten minutes more, 
then twenty. And all the while her certainty that this would not be one of those rare pleasant 
evenings grew. This would not be the first time that Mal had stood her up. 


He was forty-five minutes late when she heard a car horn outside her door. She scurried out, 
suppressing her annoyance at his tardiness even as a new wave of irritation hit her as she 
swung herself into his battered sedan and noted the ripped jeans and sweatshirt he wore. The 
meal would be disappointing, then. But at least she would have time with Mal, she reminded 
herself. That was something to look forward to. 


“Hey,” he grunted, casting only a quick look her way before putting the car into gear. “You 
look tired.” 


His words stung for a moment, in the face of her efforts to look pretty for him. She blinked 
against tears before scolding herself back into cheer. He was just expressing concern. 


“Yeah, work’s been insane. But at least the students are here now and the semester’s 
underway.” 


He acknowledged her remark with little more than a grunt, then fell into silence. 


“How’s work for you?” she asked after a long moment. 


“Shit. Boss had me reinstall the same water heater three times last week. Kept insisting 
something was off with the piping.” 


Alina rather suspected that Mal’s boss was correct. Mal had little enthusiasm for his job, and 
he had never put effort into things he did not care about. By contrast, his boss ran the most 
successful plumbing company in town and was likely to know if a water heater had not been 
installed to standard. She knew better than to voice those suspicions, though. 


“I’m sorry.” 


He grunted again. Fortunately, they pulled up to the restaurant—Mal’s favorite burger chain, 
which he knew Alina hated. She caught him watching her out of the corner of his eye, 
waiting for a protest which she declined to provide. The last thing she wanted this evening 
was a fight. 


The beer was terrible, as was her garden burger, and the conversation stuttered along with 
Mal’s continued complaints about his tyrannical boss. She tried to distract him with questions 
about his favorite subject, the coming hunting season, but it seemed to work poorly this 
evening. In spite of his enthusiasm, he remained terse. After a few moments, the conversation 
took its inevitable disastrous turn. 


“So, Lina, published any stories lately?” 


She fought back a grimace. “Nothing new. A couple of nice rejections, though. So that’s 
better than nothing.” 


“You still sure you want to be a writer?” 
“Yes.” She hoped her tone encouraged him to change the subject. Her hope proved vain. 


“Tt’s just that you haven’t published anything since Freshman year of college. I dunno, seems 
like you might not be cut out for it.” 


“You used to say you loved my writing.” 
“T mean, you’re really good, but it’s not like you’re the next Hemingway.” 


She scoffed inwardly, even as she fought back tears. Typical of Mal to think of Hemingway 
as the paradigm of literary greatness, with the hunting and the fishing and the toxic 
masculinity. 


“You know,” he continued, heedless of her pinched expression, “if you really wanted to be a 
writer, maybe you should have taken that scholarship and done an MFA. You might have had 
better luck with a proper degree.” 


He might as well have slapped her. “You told me not to take it. You told me that you didn’t 
want me to leave, that we were family and belonged together, and you didn’t want to move to 
Oregon.” 


“Well, sure, but I thought you were going to do the MFA here. It shouldn’t have been a real 
sacrifice to stay.” 


“T couldn’t get the funding to do the MFA here. They don’t give everyone teaching 
assistantships like Oregon does.” 


He shrugged. “I mean, maybe that was a sign. Maybe you just weren’t cut out for the 
program.” 


If she opened her mouth, she would scream or cry, and she preferred to do neither. He 
continued then, heedless of her fury. 


“Listen, Lina, I suggested dinner because I wanted to tell you something.” 


“Oh?” Her voice wavered only minimally. Of course, this dinner had not been about her at 
all. 


“Yeah. Look, I’ve been thinking about it a lot, and I’ve decided to join the army.” 
She gaped for a moment, breath trapped in the back of her throat. 


“T’ve always wanted to be an Army Ranger, you know? And I figure there’s not a better time. 
My job sucks, there’s no real reason for me to stay here. Now seems like a good time.” 


“What about me?” She hated herself for saying those words, giving her desperation a voice. 


His voice was full of sympathy, but it rang false to her ear. “You’ll be fine, Lina. I mean, I'll 
miss you, but you wouldn’t want to hold me back from an opportunity, would you? We’re 
family, and family supports each other.” 


You didn t support me, she wanted to scream. You convinced me to turn down the best 
opportunity in my life, only to abandon me in the end. But voicing those feelings would only 
provoke a fight, and then she would cry, and Mal would be cold and distant, and she would 
have to be the one to apologize. 


“When do you leave?” she said instead. 
“End of the month.” 


“T see. Thanks for letting me know.” She sat in silence for a minute, then pushed back her 
chair. 


“Mal, I’m getting a headache. I think I’m gonna walk home, get some fresh air.” 
“Ts that safe?” 
“Tl be fine.” 


He didn’t press further, nor did he stand up to hug her. 


“Do you mind leaving some cash for your half of the bill? I’m a little tight this month.” 


Of course. This night was not a date. It had nothing to do with her. Of course he would not 
offer to pay. She slammed down a twenty, cursing the chain’s absurd prices, and left without 
further farewell. 


She zipped up her puffer coat and shoved her hands in her pockets as she strode away from 
the restaurant, not paying attention to her direction. This was really it. Mal was really leaving 
her behind. Of course, he didn’t care about her at all. She was just convenient: a sympathetic 
audience when he needed to complain, a willing body when he was between girlfriends, a 
free source of support which he could keep at his beck and call with minimal effort. 


You should have known better. The voice of every school bully and negligent foster parent 
rang in her ears, sounding suspiciously like Mal now. No one actually wants you, Alina. Of 
course, Mal doesn t care enough to stay. 


She realized that she had walked a long ways, her lungs aching as she gulped in the frigid air. 
To her left, across the highway, the lights of a bar flickered. One of the dilapidated spots far 
enough from campus not to be flooded with undergraduates. She scurried across the four 
lanes, grateful not to have slipped on the ice-slicked concrete. Opening the door of the bar, 
she was welcomed by a wave of heat and the low murmurs of other patrons. The place was 
half empty, most present engrossed in a basketball game on the small tv behind the bar. She 
took a stool at the far end of the bar, away from everyone else, and ordered a double whiskey 
soda. Beer was not sufficiently alcoholic for her current mood. 


She was nursing her second drink when someone pulled out the stool next to her. She vaguely 
acknowledged the impression of height, of dark, the gleam of an eye, before a smooth voice 
commanded, “Scotch on the rocks, and another for the lady.” She turned, then, to face the 
new arrival, and found her mind and body momentarily paralyzed. How could such a 
beautiful man be real? Glossy black hair in a precise, expensive-looking undercut. Black 
cashmere sweater clinging to an evidently toned frame. Straight white teeth revealed by a 
relaxed half smile. Eyes black like the void of space, so entrancing that she did not hear him 
at first when he spoke. 


Then he laid a hand—such a large hand, she noted against her will—on her shoulder, and she 
returned to attention just in time to hear him ask, “Are you all right? I’m not bothering you, 
am I?” 


Cursing her two drinks and the evening’s overwhelming emotions, she hastily replied, “No, 
you’re not bothering me at all. I’m sorry—I just have a lot on my mind.” 


He raised a perfect eyebrow. Her slightly tipsy brain wondered when straight men developed 
such perfect eyebrows. She was scolding herself for stereotyping when he said, “Care to 
share?” 


She hesitated, but found she did indeed want to share her troubles with this spectacular 
stranger. 


“My—foster brother, my best friend just told me he’s joining the army. He’s pretty much the 
only family I have.” 


“And you’re afraid?” His tone was light, neither disinterested nor pitying. 


“T hadn’t even thought that far ahead yet. It’s just—he’s leaving me.” She cursed her plaintive 
tone. 


“It’s always sad to be separated from people we love.” 


“I’m not sad,” she responded sharply, then paused in surprise at the truth of her 
pronouncement. “I’m not sad. I’m furious.” 


Another quirk of the exquisite eyebrow. 


“It’s just—four years ago, I was offered a place at the University of Oregon’s MFA. Full 
tuition and stipend, everything funded in return for a reasonable teaching load. That doesn’t 
happen often with MFA programs. And when I told Mal about it, he begged me not to go— 
said we were family and we shouldn’t be separated. So I turned down the place, and then 
funding didn’t come through for the program here, and I’ve been stuck in an admin job ever 
since. But it was worth it. Because we were family and we shouldn’t be separated. And now 
he’s leaving me. I sacrificed everything because I believed him, and it turns out he was just 
keeping me around for his own convenience.” 


His hand had migrated from her shoulder to the small of her back, thumb making soothing 
circles. She should have found it uncomfortable, too intimate, but instead she leaned into its 
warmth. She stared down at her drink, the silence between them somehow comforting. She 
reached the bottom of her second drink, started on her third. 


When he spoke next, his question surprised her. “Tell me about your art.” 


“T write fiction. All sorts of fiction, really. I have a few literary short stories I’m shopping 
around, a couple of romance plots I’m working on, an idea for an epic fantasy novel I keep 
coming back to, adding new details to the plot. I’d love to write detective fiction, too, 
someday. Anything and everything. I just love to write stories.” 


“Tt sounds like you don’t need an MFA to be a writer, then.” 


“No. I tell myself that all the time. The degree doesn’t make you a writer. Writing makes you 
a writer. But it’s hard to find time and space to write when you have student loans to pay off.” 


He pursed his lips sympathetically. “I can only imagine. Your current job must take up a lot 
of energy, then?” 


“T mean, it’s not difficult—just low-level event planning for the university. It’s boring and 
time-consuming and that gets draining after a while, you know?” 


“Absolutely.” He paused. “I’m not sure if it means anything coming from a stranger, but you 
seem like a person with a great deal of potential. You’re clever and beautiful and creative. I 
don’t believe you’ll be wasted in that job forever.” 


She blushed, slightly uncomfortable with his praise. His hand had returned to stroking her 
back. Glancing up through her eyelashes, abruptly feeling coquettish, she murmured, “Thank 
you.” 


He smiled, predatory, and she found herself leaning in, suddenly desperate to taste the smirk 
on his lips. One hand cupped her neck, fingers tangling in her hair and preventing her from 
moving further. They locked eyes for a long moment, and she thought she saw her own 
hunger reflected back. Then, painfully slowly, he leaned forward and placed a kiss at the 
corer of her lips. He moved back with equal deliberation, until her eyes fluttered open again, 
lips parting in an involuntary gasp at the intensity of his gaze. 


Abruptly, he dropped his hand, and his face cleared. Glancing at his watch, he declared, “I’m 
afraid I need to go.” 


Alina felt herself recoil, stung by his sudden disinterest. Mal’s voice returned: Why would a 
man like that be interested in you, Alina? He could do so much better than a mousy little 
orphan. 


Desperate to extend the encounter, she blurted out, “Wait!” He turned back, and she 
scrambled for words. “I don’t know your name.” 


He quirked a smile. “My name is Aleksander.” 
“I’m Alina,” she said, before he asked, desperate that he remember her name at least. 


“Alina,” he repeated, and his eyes grew dark again, for a moment. Then he was shrugging his 
overcoat back on, and in another moment he was gone. She slumped back onto her stool, 
enduring the bartender’s sympathetic glance. A few moments later, she had finished her drink 
and called a cab. The foolishness of her behavior settled on her like a tangible weight. What 
was she doing, spilling her guts to a stranger, hoping to take him home? What was she doing 
on her own after dark in a seedy bar? Her disappointment quickly escalated to panic, and she 
nearly cried with relief when the cab arrived. 


Home at last, she slumped against the door of her apartment, too drained to properly take 
stock of the evening's events. She locked and chained the door, kicked off her boots, and 
chugged a glass of water. Then she stood in her kitchen for a long moment, staring at her 
wilted tulips and wondering what would become of her life. She dropped the blooms in the 
trash, washed the vase, and went to bed. 


Chapter 2 


Chapter Notes 


Hi everyone! Thank you for all your kind comments on the first chapter and for your 
patience as I wrote the second. As I'm sure you can already guess, I'm posting this one 
as I write, so it may arrive somewhat haphazardly. 


Many thanks to my beloved willalark for reading this over for me. 


She tried to forget about the encounter the next morning. Needless to say, she failed. She 
sipped at her smoothie and thought about his hand on his glass, on her back. She defrosted 
her car and tried to remember the precise tone of his mesmeric voice. She skimmed her 
inbox, all the while remembering the beckoning dark of his eyes. Then Morozova’s assistant 
sent her an urgent message about his hotel arrangements, and she had to shake off her 
bittersweet dreaming to resolve the day’s trivial disasters. 


At least she liked Morozova’s assistant, a woman called Genya whose correspondence 
conveyed polite efficiency and whose voice over the phone was low and soothing, ever 
slightly bemused. A few brief phone calls resolved the situation—Morozova had arrived a 
day early due to some vagary of scheduling, booking in at an off-campus hotel, and his 
reservation at the university-owned inn would need to be cancelled. Crisis averted, Alina 
returned to her email before triple-checking the agenda, confirming once more restaurant 
reservations, concert tickets, the president’s agenda. All was, at last, in order. 


A voice interrupted her examination. 
“Hey, do you have time for lunch, Alina?” 


Zoya leaned over her cubicle partition, effortlessly glamorous as always. A few years older 
than Alina, she had been hired fourteen months prior for a position high up in the university’s 
legal department, overseeing student visa support. The two had met by chance at a mind- 
numbing staff reception. Something about Zoya’s barbed exterior instantly caught Alina’s 
attention, and the two quickly found themselves muttering snide remarks to each other as 
they observed the event from the sidelines. Zoya invited her for coffee a week later, and the 
rest was history. 


“On campus? I have to be back in time to sort these and meet Morozova.” 


“Sure. Let’s go to the burrito place, though, not the cafeteria. I can’t afford to be tempted by 
all the french fries and pizza.” 


Alina nodded, locked away the confidential papers, and followed her friend outside. 


“So how was your date with Mal?” 


Zoya’s tone was light, but Alina could detect derision beneath it. Zoya did not like Mal— 
possibly because Mal had practically salivated over her when they first met. Normally, Alina 
would be bracing herself to defend her best friend, to make excuses for his carelessness. But 
she was still angry at him. 
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“It wasn’t a date. He took me to Ricky’s.” Zoya rolled her eyes, familiar with Alina’s 
antipathy. “And he told me he’s joining the army.” 


At this, Zoya stopped in her tracks, turned to look into Alina’s eyes. “Are you ok?” 


“No. I’m... livid. ’m so angry at him.” She broke off for a moment, throat tight. “But that’s 
selfish, isn’t it? This is his dream. I shouldn’t be selfish.” 


Zoya placed a hand on her arm. Neither of them were particularly generous with physical 
touch, so the gesture felt weighted. 


“No. You’re not being selfish. It’s ok to be angry, Alina. It’s his right to make this choice, but 
you’re allowed to be upset that he spent years manipulating you to keep you close by, and 
then he decides to leave. That’s seriously fucked up.” 


Alina felt tears filling her eyes. Embarrassed at such a display of emotion in the middle of 
Central Quad, she huffed a laugh and resumed walking. 


“Thanks,” she said after a moment. “T still feel bad, but I am angry. And I don’t know what to 
do now.” 


Zoya nodded, walked on in silence. Then she said, “Maybe you should look for another job.” 


“Where? I’m an English major with no aspirations of a career outside of writing. I don’t have 
the motivation to succeed in any competitive business field. I can’t afford grad school. What 
else is there to do? At least this job has benefits, even if they’re bad.” 


Zoya shrugged, never prone to pity or sentiment. “It’s worth seeing if there’s something 
better out there. But it’s up to you.” 


Alina nodded. They ordered their food, sat at a table, distracted themselves with petty gossip. 
This was why Alina liked Zoya so much—she was a good listener, good at detecting Alina’s 
moods. She would tell the truth as she saw it, totally bluntly, and then she would move on. 
Alina wished she were so relentless, so able to let go of her emotions and forge ahead. She 
wasn’t built that way, though. Years of struggle and abandonment had taught her to cling, to 
dwell, an endless effort to buttress herself against loss and disappointment. Zoya’s gossip was 
always a pleasant distraction, though. 


Today, Zoya wanted to talk about Morozova, it seemed. 


“Have you seen the man’s picture?” 


Alina paused, realized somehow she hadn’t. Interns had designed and hung the posters for 
this visit. 


“No, I haven’t. He graduated in ’02. Probably looks like every other middle-aged 
businessman.” 


Zoya smirked. “Oh, you’re in for a surprise. The man is... Well, I’ll be looking for an 
introduction, Alya.” 


“Please, do you even know if he’s single?” 


“The press seems to think he is. Pretty sure he’s always on those lists of New York’s most 
eligible bachelors. Him and Nikolai Lantsov. Now there’s a man I’d like to meet.” 


Alina laughed. This was not the first occasion on which Zoya had mentioned her rather lewd 
admiration for the blonde trust fund brat. 


“But seriously, I want that introduction. I may not be looking for anything serious, but I 
wouldn’t mind a little taste of Morozova. Or maybe you should snag him for yourself.” 


Alina choked a bit on a piece of avocado. 
“That would be totally unprofessional!” 


“Ah, yes, and you are so committed to your job. Come on, Alya, you have to live a little. Mal 
may have taken you for granted, but that doesn’t mean you can’t have a good time with a real 
man.” Suddenly they were both very serious. Zoya stretched a hand out. “You deserve 
someone who adores you, hon. There are plenty of good people out there who will, if you 
give them the chance.” 


Alina squeezed their clasped hands, fighting back tears again. ““You’re the best, Zo.” 


“Of course I am!” Zoya’s tone was once again flippant. “Now, hurry up and finish your bowl. 
And make sure you fix your makeup before you meet Morozova.” 


In the end, Alina had just enough time after compiling the folders to run to the restroom, 
reapply lipgloss and wipe away slight mascara smudges. She looked—well, a bit mousy, in 
truth, but presentable enough. Her job was to be invisible until needed, after all. 


At 12:55 pm, she stood in wait by the campus’ main drive, watching for the sleek town car 
which would deliver Mr. Morozova. Fortunately, the man was prompt; at 1 pm on the dot, the 
car pulled up. A stern-faced man sat in the passenger seat, buzz cut accentuating his stark 
features. Morozova’s bodyguard, Ivan Kaminsky, she guessed. He emerged, buttoning an 
expensive grey suit, and Alina almost stepped forward to welcome him when he turned aside 
to open the back door. A red-haired woman stepped out first in an immaculate cream 
overcoat. She brushed invisible creases from her lap, then looked about, smiling brightly 
when they locked eyes. 


“You must be Alina. It’s lovely to meet you at last. I’m Genya Safin.” 


“Nice to meet you as well, Ms Safin.” 


In truth, it was a bit overwhelming to see someone so beautiful in real life, let alone shake her 
hand. Alina had opened her mouth to say something else polite—probably to inquire about 
their journey—when movement in her periphery distracted her. A tall figure, clad in fine 
wool, black like his glossy hair, like his piercing eyes which had fixed on her the moment he 
stepped from the car. 


“Aleksander,” she murmured. She searched his face for some expression of surprise, but he 
merely smiled, eyes glinting slightly. Rage bubbled up. He knew. He had known since last 
night and said nothing. Mortification shortly followed rage; she felt her cheeks burn as he 
stepped forward. 


“Genya, won’t you introduce us?” 


“Of course,” the woman replied, looking between them with evident suspicion. “Mr. 
Morozova, may I introduce Alina Starkova. Alina, this is Mr. Morozova.” 


He held his hand out, lips pulling slightly into a smirk, eyes as dark and hungry as she 
remembered. “How lovely to see you, Alina.” 


“Nice to meet you, Mr. Morozova,” she mumbled, drawing her hand back as swiftly as 
politeness permitted. His smirk grew into a smile, and she hated him more than anyone in the 
world in that moment. 


She was lost in a tempting vision of her fist bruising his face when a cough disrupted her 
reverie. Her eyes snapped to Ivan, originator of the disruption, then back to Aleksander, still 
smirking. They were waiting for her, of course. Not standing around in the cold just for fun. 
After a moment of excruciating uncertainty, she snapped to attention. Countless moments 
practicing her welcome speech returned to her, and the words flowed forth. 


“Welcome, Mr. Morozova. We’re so pleased to have you and your companions on campus 
this week. Please follow me to the Main Building. President Jones would like to greet you, 
and we have arranged for light refreshments as well.” 


She passed the folders to Genya before turning away, walking briskly across the quad. She 
tried to ignore his eyes on her back as she continued her monologue, interspersing a rundown 
of the schedule with interesting pieces of architectural and historical trivia about the 
buildings they passed. Occasional glances back suggested that her audience could follow her 
speech, but if asked later, she would never have been able to recall what she said. Inwardly, 
she was trapped in the brief moment the night before when he had kissed her. Should she be 
grateful that he had left immediately after? Should she be angry that he had kissed her at all? 
That he had not kissed her more? 


At last, they arrived at the ornate doors of the president’s office, and she was able to pass 
Morozova off to hobnob. She and Genya sat in a corner with cups of coffee, exchanging 
pleasant chatter about travel and the nuances of the afternoon’s timetable. Alina was aware 
throughout of the redhead’s measuring eyes on her, but Genya had the good grace not to ask 
about the earlier exchange with Morozova. 


Half an hour later, the dignitaries emerged, the president laughing and clapping Morozova on 
the back. The businessman looked distinctly less amused, though he quickly mustered a 
charming smile. 


“Lovely to have you here at last, Morozova.” President Jones flashed artificially white teeth 
as he smiled. “So looking forward to your address at the ground-breaking tomorrow.” 


“T look forward to it as well, Don.” 

“Fantastic. Now, I’m not certain where you’re headed next, but I’m sure Miss— Miss—" 
“Starkova,” Morozova supplied, lips pursed. 

“Of course, Miss Starkova. So efficient. You’ll show them to the next appointment?” 
“Yes, sir.” 

“Wonderful. Have a good day now.” 


The man waved them off, turning away before they even reached the doors of the outer 
office. 


For the rest of the afternoon, Alina barely had a moment to breathe, for which she was 
grateful. She dropped the group off for a roundtable with MBA students, returned to her 
office to answer emails and confirm the dinner reservation, then practically sprinted back to 
the business building to ensure that the Dean of the School of Business had all the details for 
the dinner and that he and Morozova found their scheduled ride to the restaurant. Back to her 
office to run over the next day’s agenda and answer more emails before she finally drove 
home through darkness and minor sleet at 8:00 pm. 


Morozova had not spoken to her after their introduction that day. She was relieved. He had 
not teased her or been offended by their too-intimate exchange the night before. He had 
followed his itinerary meticulously, and he had barely looked at her. She was grateful. He 
hadn’t embarrassed her in front of his staff or her employers. He hadn’t looked at her. 


After a broken night’s sleep, she woke reluctantly. She had to be in by eight to make certain 
that Morozova found the dining hall where he would join several lucky undergraduates for 
breakfast. 


She chose not to examine why she had set her alarm fifteen minutes earlier than usual, why 
she took extra time on her makeup or put on her favorite pencil skirt and sweater—forest 
green and vaguely vintage. By 7:30, she was shivering as she scraped her car's windshield, 
cursing Morozova’s name. 


She made it to the rotunda just moments before his car drove up. Genya and Ivan nodded to 
her politely, clutching cups of coffee and looking none-too-excited. Morozova, though, 
appeared completely unruffled, with his pristine black suit and equally perfect hair. 


“Good morning, Alina,” he murmured. The words a caress, a taunt. 


“Good morning, Mr. Morozova. I hope you had a good night’s sleep.” 
“T always sleep well, Alina. And yourself?” 

“T slept fine.” 

“Fine? Well that won’t do. Rest is so important, you know.” 


Her smile in response was brittle. When they arrived at the dining hall, Alina reached for the 
door, but Morozova beat her, pulling it open with a flourish, guiding her through with a hand 
at her back. She blamed her suddenly flushed cheeks on the wall of heat that greeted them. 


She completed the obligatory introductions without incident, made an excuse when 
Morozova asked if she was dining with them. He seemed slightly perturbed by her departure. 


“Have you had breakfast, Alina?” 
“No, but I don’t eat much in the morning.” 
“You should. A proper morning meal is essential.” 


“I’m afraid that answering my emails this morning 1s also essential. I will see you after your 
meal.” 


He nodded, still glowering. 
“Very well.” 


She could not explain why she felt warm all the way back to her office, even as she scurried 
between buildings in the biting wind. 


The rest of the day went smoothly. She ushered Morozova around campus as he charmed 
various faculty and administrators who never so much as glanced in Alina’s direction. She 
had to admit she was jealous of him: this wunderkind, who had taken inherited wealth and 
turned it into an empire. He was beautiful, effortlessly clever. People drew near him like 
filings to a magnet, practically begging him to use them in whatever fashion he desired. 


Alina recognized herself in them and despised them all. She, too, would have done whatever 
he wanted. If he’d wanted. But he didn’t. So here she was, invisible, watching everyone else 
circle him, powerless to resist. 


She thought she hid her bitterness well, though occasionally she noticed a furrow in his brow 
when she issued terse directives. Fury carried her through the day, as she sprinted across 
campus over and over, always on hand when needed, always out of the way when not. 
Through the brown bag lunch and the provost’s office and the ground-breaking of the new 
social sciences building which Morozova had funded. Through the faculty dinner, which 
Morozova and his staff enjoyed while Alina scrambled to ensure all was in readiness for his 
talk and the drinks reception after. 


Fury abandoned her during his lecture. Because try as she might, she could not hate him for 
being articulate. For extolling the importance of a well-rounded education. For indicting how 
privilege pervaded American schools and universities in particular. For announcing a new 
nationwide scholarship fund for first-generation university students. Probably it was all a 
tactic, a way to paint Aleksander Morozova as the benevolent capitalist hero. But in that 
moment, listening to the passionate cadence of his voice, she could not maintain her anger. 
Which was unfortunate, because she still had to survive the drinks reception. 


Fortunately, even the reception went smoothly. Alina lurked along the wall, made sure that 
catering circulated efficiently and that the designated faculty liaison handled the crowds 
around Morozova. When it became clear that all was proceeding smoothly, she slipped 
quietly out the door. No one noticed her departure. In the doorway, she glanced back once 
more. Morozova stood in the center of the room, slightly taller, slightly brighter than 
everyone around him. He laughed, white teeth flashing, a lock of hair falling over his 
forehead. She wished she could see his eyes, know if they glinted the same way they had two 
nights ago, in the dim bar light. Perhaps they were even brighter beneath the chandelier, as he 
charmed the good and the great. 


She turned away. Outside, it was dark and cold. 


She went to bed early that night and awoke before her alarm the next morning. Ordinarily, 
this would be cause for minor celebration—time to make a slightly nicer breakfast, savor her 
morning coffee, perhaps write a few hundred words before work. But that morning, she felt 
heavy, listless. She lay on her back beneath her heavy duvet, thinking of Morozova boarding 
his chartered flight, relieved to be returning to his native sphere of glamor and power. 
Something within her twinged at the thought, and she threw back the covers, irritated with 
herself. 


She dressed hurriedly, walked to her favorite cafe for a muffin and cappuccino before 
catching the bus. A treat before work, she told herself, choosing to consider it a reward for a 
successful week, rather than a mode of self-comfort. She arrived at her desk twenty minutes 
early, finished the last of her coffee and ate her pastry while skimming through her inbox. 


At 9 o’clock, she heard footsteps and looked up from her monitor, expecting to see her 
supervisor. She stopped breathing momentarily when she realized that it was Morozova 
standing before her, looking perfectly fresh in yet another expensive black suit. He smiled, 
slightly wry, and she wondered if he was laughing at her expression of surprise. 


“Good morning, Alina.” 
Concern followed surprise. “Did something go wrong with your flight, Mr. Morozova.” 


His smile softened, an almost sheepish grin. “No, everything has gone smoothly. I simply 
delayed my departure.” 


“Oh?” 


“Yes. You see, I wanted to talk to you.” 


“Me?” Dread immediately filled her. Had he come to reprimand her work? To tell her 
employer about her indiscretion at the bar? 


His smile dropped, and he raised his hands. “I’m sorry, Alinochka, that was unclear. I wanted 
to thank you, for all the work you did this week. Everything went perfectly. I wanted to thank 
you last night, but it seemed you left early.” 


“Oh!” Her early departure was caught out, then. And the asshole wanted her to know. “Yes, 
I’m sorry. It was rude of me not to say goodbye, but I—“* 


“T wasn’t expecting an apology, Alina. Truly. You deserved the night off. I’m sorry you had 
to sit through the whole lecture.” 


“T enjoyed your lecture.” Was she blushing? Sometimes she hated her own treacherous 
vascular system. 


When she dared a glance up, though, his own cheeks seemed to have a slightly rosy tint. “I’m 
glad.” His voice was—impossibly—deeper, smoother. 


She cleared her throat. “Well, I’m glad I could be helpful. I know everyone enjoyed your 
visit.” 


“You were a great help. And that’s what I wanted to speak to you about.” 
“Oh?” 
He paused for a long moment. “Do you like your job, Miss Starkova?” 


Caught off guard by his formal address, she stumbled over her answer. ““Well—I mean—of 
course.” 


Another slightly mocking smile. “I thought you told me it was boring and time-consuming 
and draining.” 


“T didn’t mean—“ 


“You did. And you were right. You’re too talented for this job, Alina. You’re not paid 
enough, you don’t enjoy it. You need something that challenges you and supports your 
writing.” 


“Because those sorts of jobs are so easy for orphaned aspiring writers to find.” 


“T can help with that.” He held out a leather portfolio, its glossy surface smooth in her hands 
as she grasped it. Inside, she found a few crisp pages. The heading of the top sheet read: 


EXECUTIVE SOCIAL COORDINATOR 
MOROZOVA INDUSTRIES 


“What is this?” 


“A job offer. I’d like you to work for me.” 
“Doing what, precisely? This job title is nonsense. It could mean anything.” 


He smiled at that, soft rather than mocking. “True. The position would be somewhat flexible. 
I don’t require a personal assistant; | have Genya as well as several other secretaries. And I 
don’t require an event planner; my company has many of those. But I need somebody 
organized, with good taste, to make certain that my social calendar and company events run 
smoothly. It would be a live-in position. You would handle my morning briefing and oversee 
my household. My event planners would report to you for final approvals. You would 
accompany me to certain social functions and on longer business trips.” 


“That sounds quite consuming.” 


“It can be, on certain occasions. However, the post is flexible. Since I will often need you to 
work evening events, your afternoons will be flexible. You would have time to write. And the 
benefits are enticing, if I do say so myself.” 


She skimmed the contract, eyebrows raising at the salary and benefits listed. Then she looked 
back up at him. He leaned forward slightly, as though eager for her response. 


“This seems too good to be true.” 
“Sometimes good things happen to us, Alina, if we permit it.” 
“T’ll need time to think.” 


“Of course.” He straightened, one hand dipping into his pocket to withdraw a leather card 
case. He held the card out to her. 


“That has my personal number and Genya’s. Please do not hesitate to call either of us if you 
have questions. I would like your answer by next Monday.” 


She nodded, suddenly overwhelmed and numb. Falling back on business proprieties, she 
stood and reached for his hand. 


“Thank you for the offer, Mr. Morozova.” 


He clasped her hand in his, one long finger tracing her pulse. He smiled again, this one all 
white teeth and dark eyes, and she felt like a rabbit gazing up at a wolf. “My pleasure, Alina. 
But I must insist on one thing.” 


“What?” She felt breathless, slightly afraid. 


“Whether you work for me or not, I must insist you call me Aleksander.” 


Chapter 3 


Chapter Notes 


Thank you for your enthusiasm and patience, everyone! I apologize for the erratic 
update schedule. I regret to inform you that it's about to get more erratic, as I'll be 
traveling internationally for an interview in little over a week. Thoughts and prayers 
would be appreciated. 


I also wanted to warn you that, if you're reading anticipating smut, I'm afraid you won't 
find it here. That's not in my wheelhouse. Pining, glance choreography, and strategic 
fades to black are, though. So hopefully there will be plenty of drama and shopping and 
spoiling of Alina to keep us all happy. 


Alina got little done that day. Every few minutes, the lustrous portfolio drew her eyes away 
from her screen. Over lunch, she read and re-read the contract, looking for the catch. The 
terms were too favorable. 


Aleksander did not need her. He could hire anyone for this role—professionals with a vast 
deal more experience and social connections. Alina was competent, but she had never even 
attempted to be exceptional. For the position he described, some legacy Ivy grad would fit 
the bill better. Alina could bring no financial or professional or social advantage. And he had 
already walked away from the chance to sleep with her. So what did he hope to gain from 
this? Uncertainty was dangerous. A risk like this—to trust a strange, powerful man whose 
motives remained obscure—could ruin her life. But if the risk paid off— 


It couldn’t possibly pay off as promised. So why was she considering it? 


Finally, five o’clock came, and for once Alina made it home before night fell. As soon as she 
had locked her door, she texted Zoya. 


A: Brunch tomorrow? 

Z: Sure. Jeanie’s? 

A: Can you come to my place, actually? I need your opinion on something kind of personal. 
Z: You’re not pregnant, are you? 

Alina snorted and dropped her phone. 

Z: Alina, I was kidding! 


Z: It’s not Mal’s, is it? Please tell me it’s not Mal’s. 


A: Not pregnant, you drama queen. Just had an opportunity come up that I need your opinion 
on. 


Z: THANK GOD. 
Z: Ok. Pll come at 10 tomorrow. Ill pick up food. You bring the coffee. 
A: Youre the best! <3 


She let out a deep breath. Zoya would help her decide what to do. She left on her coffee table 
and set to work preparing dinner. 


After she had cooked and eaten and washed up, she sat down on her sofa, reaching for her 
current notebook. She liked to write in composition books and sketchpads, cheap stationery 
with sturdy covers that made her feel free to experiment, to scribble shitty first drafts or 
transcribe thorny paragraphs over and over. That night her thoughts were scattered, so she set 
a timer and tried to free write. 


After five minutes, she was describing the events of the past few days. After ten minutes, she 
was jotting down every word she could think of to describe Morozova’s hair. After fifteen 
minutes, she found herself writing “Alina Starkov, Executive Social Coordinator, Morozova 
Industries” over and over. 


At seventeen minutes, she accidentally wrote “Alina Morozova, Starkova Industries” and 
gave the whole thing up as a bad job. 


Alina was almost frantic by the time Zoya arrived, pacing the apartment as she waited for her 
kettle to reach a boil. Fortunately, one of Zoya’s better qualities was her unfailing punctuality. 
Her father—‘An officer and an asshole,” in her words—had apparently demanded precision 
in all matters, including the temporal. He had died when Zoya was in high school, but his 
lessons had remained. At precisely ten o’clock, she knocked on the apartment door. 


“T hope that coffee’s ready.” 


“Should be.” 


Zoya dumped two cardboard containers on the counter and took her seat on a bar stool as 
Alina poured coffee and retrieved utensils. 


“Late night last night?” Alina asked. 

“Yeah. I wish you would come out with me sometime. You need some fun.” 
“Clubs and bars aren’t usually fun for me.” 

“T could change that.” 


“I’m sure you could. But I’d rather go to bed early and get some writing done on Saturdays.” 


“So wholesome.” 

“Mostly pragmatic.” 

Zoya gave an exaggerated wiggle of her eyebrows. “Done anything unwholesome lately?” 
All of Alina’s confusion and frustration bubbled up, volcanic. 

“T kissed Morozova.” 

Rather than dropping, Zoya’s grin grew. “What?” 

“T kissed Morozova. I didn’t know it was him.” 

“He just wandered onto campus and you kissed him before the introduction?” 


“No—Tuesday night. I fought with Mal at Ricky’s, so I stormed out and wound up in some 
dive. And this man sat down next to me, and he was so gorgeous and—such a good listener— 
And I kissed him. Then he left. And the next day, Morozova arrived on campus and it was 
him.” 


“He left?” 

“Yeah. I thought he liked the kiss, but then he just left.” 

“Rude!” 

“T mean, I probably just read the signals wrong. He was polite about it.” 
“Well, his loss.” Zoya’s mischievous smile returned. “So, how was the kiss?” 
“Tt was—well, not much of a kiss. It was quick.” 

“Boo! No! That man is too pretty not to kiss well.” 


“T mean, he really just pecked me on the corner of my mouth. It was--intense, somehow. But 
quick. And then he checked his watch and said he had to leave. And the next morning, he 
pretended we hadn’t met.” 


“Huh. Weird. And rude. But I guess he was too pretty and rich to be good as well.” 


Zoya doused her hash browns in ketchup and took a bite. After another moment, she asked, 
“So that’s what you wanted to talk about?” 


“No. I wanted to talk about what happened yesterday.” 
“Did you run into Morozova in another unsavory location?” 
“No. He came to my office. And asked me to work for him.” 


Zoya choked slightly. “He what?” 


“He asked me to work for him. Executive Social Coordinator. Which I think means like, 
personal assistant and event planner. Except he has personal assistants and event planners.” 


“That man wants to sleep with you.” 
“No—he clearly doesn’t. Or he wouldn’t have left after kissing me.” 


Zoya waved a hand, dismissing Alina’s forceful objection as if it were an irritating insect. 
“So he changed his mind. He absolutely wants you. Executive Social Coordinator is just his 
way of saying sugar baby.” 


Alina found herself oddly insulted. “Maybe he actually thought I was good at my job. Maybe 
he really wants me to work for him.” 


Zoya’s amusement faded slightly. “Alina, you’re brilliant, and anyone would be lucky to 
work with you. But men like Morozova don’t notice junior administrators unless they want 
something else.” 


“But he didn’t want me.” She hated how her voice trembled. 
“That was his loss. I think he’s probably realized that.” 
“What am I going to do?” 

“Well, do you want the job?” 

“You should see the contract, Zoya—* 

“Oh, I will, before I let you sign it.” 


“Yeah, thanks, that would be good. But the benefits are amazing. And the salary is amazing. 
And I would have some afternoons off to write. I just—I don’t know what the catch is, but I 
don’t know how to turn it down.” 


“T mean, I’ve told you what the catch is.” 

“T don’t like it. But I hate my job.” 

“You do. It’s making you miserable.” 

“Would you read this contract for me?” 

Zoya read it, silently, red pen in hand. She came to the end without making any notations. 


“Sign it. If he’s a creep, you can quit without notice and find a new career. It’s not like you 
enjoy administration or event planning that much. If he’s not a creep, this will be perfect for 
you. Room and board are included. You can save everything, finally go to grad school or just 
be a woman of leisure and write for a few years. Whatever you feel like.” 


“You think so?” 


“Yeah. But you should consider what you’ll do if he just wants sex.” 
“Yeah.” 


What would she do? She wished she had an answer. 


After Zoya left, Alina tried to write, tried to take a nap, tried to watch tv. None of these 
efforts succeeded. So she pulled out Morozova’s card and called Genya. The woman picked 
up immediately. 


“Alina, how lovely to hear from you!” 
“Thanks for taking my call.” 
“Of course. Any time. You were such a help this week.” 


“T’m glad. So—do you know why I’m calling?” Alina’s words stumbled; she suddenly felt 
acutely awkward, asking advice of this paragon of glamorous efficiency. 


“T understand my boss has offered you a job.” 

“He has.” 

“Well, we’d love to have you at Morozova Industries.” 

“Thanks, listen—Mr. Morozova said you could answer some questions for me?” 
“Of course, Alina. What would you like to know?” 


Alina paused, the discomfort of the situation growing ever more acute. She did not know how 
to ask what she needed to. Fortunately, Genya’s soothing voice disrupted her panic. 


“Whatever you need to ask, Alina, I won’t repeat to Mr. Morozova. I understand this offer 
must be surprising.” 


Alina let out a breath. 
“Thank you, Genya. I do have some questions, but they’re—blunt, I guess.” 
“Fire away.” 


“Why would he want to hire me? Honestly, I just organize schedules and book campus 
venues and stuff. I don’t have the sort of high-level experience this job involves. Surely he 
can find someone more qualified.” 


“He likes you, Alina. Mr. Morozova prefers to hire people he respects and trusts. He must see 
something in you if he’s offered you the position. He believes you can help the company.” 


“But he can’t know that.” 


“Sometimes he takes risks. Not without good reason, though.” 
“T showed the contract to my friend who’s a lawyer.” 


“That’s good, Alina.” Genya couldn’t be much older than her, but she had somehow mastered 
a soothing, maternal tone that set listeners at ease. Alina felt some of the tension release from 
her shoulders, and her true concern slipped out before she could think better of it. 


“She thinks he just wants to sleep with me.” 
A long pause, filled with Alina’s silent panic. 


“Alina, I can understand why you might worry about that. But Mr. Morozova is a good boss. 
He won’t pressure you for favors. And he won’t undermine your career if something were to 
go wrong between you.” 


Another pause. Genya’s words were comforting, but Alina struggled to believe them. 
“Can I tell you something which I'd like you to keep private?” 
“Of course.” 


“At my last job, my boss took advantage of the women in the office. Like, not just minor HR 
violations—serious harassment. And in my case, assault.” 


“God, Genya, I’m so sorry.” 


“Thank you. I got away, and I quit, but I was too afraid to press charges, and my former boss 
obviously wouldn’t give me a reference. Morozova hired me without the recommendation. I 
don’t even know how my file made it onto his desk, but he knew my old company’s 
reputation, and he gave me an interview. He took a risk on me, and it changed my life. So I’m 
serious when I say you can trust him. I may not know every aspect of his reasoning, but I 
know he has your best interest at heart.” 


The conversation turned away from heavier subjects towards details: how she might work 
with Genya, what sort of event planning she would be doing, what travel might look like. 
Throughout, Genya praised her boss’ business acumen, his commitment to philanthropy, and 
his care for his employees. In the end, Alina laughed 


“A benevolent capitalist, huh? Does he ride a unicorn to work, as well?” 


Genya’s laugh rang warmly through the phone speaker. “I think you have to be at least 
marginally virginal to ride a unicorn.” Her voice sobered. “Admittedly, he can also be a 
ruthless bastard. And he’s a nightmare if he misses his morning tea. But he’s as good a boss 
as you'll ever find, Alina.” 


“Thanks, Genya. It helps to hear that.” 


“Well, I hope you take the job, because I would love to take you shopping. But even if you 
don’t, I hope you’ll keep in touch.” 


Alina realized that she felt warm. Apart from Zoya, she had not laughed with a friend in a 
long time. 


“Td like that too, Genya.” 


She hung up the call. She lit a candle she liked and put on cheerful music, poured a glass of 
wine and cooked a proper meal. She did not think about the job, just enjoyed this feeling of 
pleasure and motivation while it lasted. After eating, she pulled out her notebook, sat at the 
dining room table, scribbling what she quickly realized was poetry. Not lineated, but poetry 
nonetheless. 


The sun rises, relentless, every morning, its cold light calling us again to reality. We wake, we 
rise, often against our will, to meet each new catastrophe the turning planets bring. 


Within, sunrise is tentative, an unanticipated mercy, warming our days, firing our hearts. It 
comes in its time, not our own; asks only that we meet it. Let it come. 


It wasn’t good—the metaphors trite, rhythm almost absent. A proto-poem waiting to become 
something meaningful, with days and months of cogitation. She would probably never look 
at it again. But she felt lighter. Too bad that the next task on her list was calling Mal. 


He picked up on the fourth ring. 

“Hey Lina.” 

“Ai Mal.” 

“Are you done being mad at me now?” 


She pushed down the urge to apologize with vicious determination, took a deep breath before 
replying. 


“No. I’m still angry at you. But that’s not why I’m calling.” 


He ignored her attempt to change subject. “I don’t think you have the right to be mad, Alina. 
This is my life and my future. This is what I’ve always wanted. If you were a good friend, 
you would support me.” 


She didn’t even try to argue. “That’s not what I’m calling about, Mal.” 
“What do you want, then.” His voice drifted from plaintive to curt. 

“T have a job offer. From Morozova Industries in New York.” 

“Doing what?” 


“Executive Social Coordinator. Overseeing event planning and providing support to the CEO 
during social engagements.” 


“How’d that happen?” 


“T told you that Morozova was coming to campus this week. He made the job offer before 
departing.” 


“So he wants to fuck you, huh?” 
“Excuse me?” 


“Let’s be honest, Lina. A man like that wouldn’t want anything to do with someone like you 
unless he wanted to fuck you.” 


When Zoya raised the issue, it felt like affectionate concern, a woman’s pragmatism and 
desire to protect her friend. When Mal raised it, it brought tears to Alina’s eyes. His words 
seemed to come, not from protectiveness, but from an utter lack of belief in Alina’s 
discernment or capability. 


“Fuck you, Mal.” The words burst from her mouth more vehement than she had intended, 
years of hurt and anger exploding in a single expletive. “I’m good at my job, and I’m smart, 
and even if you can’t see that, maybe Morozova can.” 


“No, Alina, I don’t mean—*“ 


She hung up. Her hands shook slightly, but she refused to stop and think. She pulled out 
Morozova’s card again, punched in the second number. 


He picked up on the second ring. 
“Hello, Alina.” 
“Hello, Mr. Morozova.” 


“Alina,” the usual velvet of his voice peeled away, leaving only steel, “What did we discuss 
when last we spoke?” 


It took her a moment to realize her error. “I’m sorry. Aleksander.” 
“Much better.” The velvet returned. “What can I do for you, Alina?” 


“I’m sorry for calling you so late.” Reason returned swiftly, and she realized the 
unprofessionalism of this situation, 


“Never apologize for calling me, Alina.” 

Not sure what to say, she forged ahead. “I have some questions about the position.” 
“Of course.” His voice was still soft, but brisk now, businesslike. 

“Why do you want to hire me?” 


“You’re an excellent administrator, Alina. I would be fortunate to work with you.” 


“No offense, Aleksander, but that’s bullshit. I’m a decent administrator. Things went 
smoothly this week. I’m not exceptional enough to be offered a cushy position at a major 
corporation without even an interview.” 


“Would it make you feel better to know I’ve had my associates run a background check?” 
“Don’t I have to consent to that?” 
He laughed, not even bothering to respond. 


Flustered, she said, “My point still stands. I don’t understand why you would give me this 
job.” 


His voice was serious again. “I understand that this situation looks suspect, Alina. But I 
believe you can agree that, even if you do not trust me personally, you can trust me to do 
what’s best for my company, yes?” 


“T suppose—“ She could not hide the doubt in her voice. 

“Have you spoken with Genya?” 

“Yes, I spoke with her this morning.” 

“Then she’ll have told you that I care a great deal about my employees and their well-being.” 
“Yes. She did tell me that.” 


“T hire people because I see potential in them. I want them to flourish. Not just altruistically. 
Their success brings success to my company.” 


“T see.” That, she could understand. Every capitalist’s argument for the morality of their 
economic supremacy. 


“T don’t think you do. I see potential in you, Alina. You may hate your job, but you’re 
conscientious. I read your story in the Baltimore Review the night after we met. It was 
beautiful.” 


She felt her cheeks burn, throat momentarily closing against a wounded wail. She had not felt 
so visible in years. It took her a moment to calm, to remind herself that this was a clever man 
who always knew the right thing to say. Eventually, she managed to mutter, “I’m pleased you 
liked it.” 


“Of course. But the point is, Alina, I want you to work for me. I want your name connected 
with mine. I want you to have more time for your writing, and I want to introduce you to 
editors. Your success will make me look good. But the more important thing is that it will be 
good for you.” 


She thought about that for a long moment. Yes, perhaps in some way he was gambling on 
future... fame? Prestige? It still seemed a poor bet, but the fact was, even if she never became 


a famous writer or a wildly successful event planner, she would still enjoy her work more and 
save a great deal of money. Perhaps she could even do some good in this position. 


“Would I be involved with your nonprofit work at all?” 


“Of course, Alina. A large number of my social engagements involve fundraisers and 
networking for the foundation. I would be delighted if you would be involved in planning 
fundraisers. If you have thoughts on any of our charitable initiatives, I would be pleased to 
have you share those as well.” Her mind raced. She could certainly give Morozova a few 
ideas for how his nonprofit could support disadvantaged students and foster children better. 
She had read the entire website and the last annual report after his talk on Thursday, in spite 
of her dejection that evening. 


“T would like that. I do have some thoughts.” 


“Does that mean you’ll take the position?” He sounded eager. He really was an excellent 
actor. 


“One more thing.” She paused, breathed deeply. “I just want it clear—I won’t sleep with you 
just because I’m working for you. I’m not taking this job for that.” 


He sounded unperturbed by her statement. “Of course not, Alina. I would never expect such a 
thing of you. If I ever make you uncomfortable, you can tell Genya, and she’ll beat me with 
her Manolos.” 


She giggled. “I get the sense that Genya would never risk her shoes just to wound you.” 
“What a perceptive woman you are, Alinochka. She would use the nearest stapler instead.” 


Another laugh, then silence—strained, but warmed by lingering camaraderie. She gathered 
her courage, resolute and desperate to sustain the feeling. 


“All right, Aleksander. I'll take the job.” 


Chapter 4 
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on Zillow. If you ever get bored, looking through $50 million houses in NYC is an 
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She gave two weeks’ notice. She terminated her lease, packed her clothes and books, spent 
all her spare time trying to sell her furniture online. Movers—arranged by Genya—collected 
her boxes a few days before her departure. She had a week after her job ended to rest, to 
prepare, and to spend as much time with Zoya as possible. She reached out to Mal, but he 
didn’t respond. Two days before her departure, he texted that he had left for basic. She didn’t 
respond. 


On the morning of her flight, she got breakfast with Zoya at their favorite diner. Conversation 
was halting, mostly consisting of Zoya listing off every place in New York that she liked. 
Alina had never been, and without any concrete reference, she knew she would forget most of 
what Zoya said. 


They drove to the airport in silence, their usual blunt honestly drowned in too many feelings. 
Neither was particularly adept at giving voice to her grief, gratitude, affection. So they drove 
in silence and exchanged a single fierce hug at departures, each murmuring, “I’1] miss you.” 


Alina stepped away, intending not to look back, but a wave of terror froze her before she 
could reach the sliding doors. She looked back at her friend, almost surprised to find herself 
still breathing flesh rather than crumbling salt. 


“Am I making a terrible mistake?” 


Zoya smiled, her expression for once tremulous. “No, Alya. I don’t think you are.” She 
squared her jaw, reclaimed her usual smirk. “But if he turns out to be a creep, just call me, 
and I'll take care of him. One way or another.” 


Alina could not tell if the sound she made was a laugh or a sob, but she managed to smile 
once more at her friend—her best friend?—before turning away again and entering the 
airport. 


When she landed in New York, she felt lighter, hopeful, energy buzzing beneath her skin. She 
laughed when she saw a black suited man holding a whiteboard with her name on it. Had she 
stumbled through a mirror by mistake? How was this her life? 


The driver took her bag, escorted her to a black sedan, opened the door for her. She sank into 
the leather seats, cracked open a bottle of water, watched the city slip past. It felt artificial, 
like the landscapes cranked past cars in a Hitchcock film. She played a game with herself, 
tried to describe the pedestrians that swept past her on the sidewalks, make up little stories 
about their pasts or destinations. Everyone so busy, everyone so different. A sudden 
desperation welled within her, to burst out of the car, run down the street, explore every block 
of the city. To taste its teeming life, swallow it whole. 


The feeling subsided as the car rolled to a stop. She looked up at the limestone facade of a 
Beaux-Arts townhouse, ornate marble lintel crowning black double doors. It rose at least six 
stories high, wide windows with curved, iron-railed balconies at each level. Morozova’s, she 
realized. Her new home. 


Panic overwhelmed her for a moment. How could she live here? An orphan, who had been 
proud to afford her one-bedroom in a low-rent midwestern housing market. The opulence 
was upsetting, and she hadn’t even entered the building yet. 


The driver retrieved her carry-on, tipped his hat, and left her standing on the sidewalk. She 
remained there as the car pulled away, trying to breath deeply and gather her courage. She 
felt like Maria Von Trapp, her confidence choked by the sight of a world she did not belong 
in. Well, if Maria could face down seven children and an absurd manor, surely Alina could 
manage to live here. To be an artist in New York with an outrageously serendipitous housing 
situation. She forced a deep breath, felt the air expand her belly, straighten her spine, lift her 
chest. Jutting her chin out in pretend defiance, she climbed the wide marble steps and rang 
the bell. 


It was Ivan who opened the door, face stoic as always. He looked her up and down, peered 
behind her as if she might be hiding an assassin, then nodded in greeting and swung the door 
open for her. 


The foyer was as blindingly white as the house’s facade, with an intricate mosaic floor, 
marble hearth at the center of the right wall, and sweeping stair with brass railing on the left. 
A massive seascape hung on the far wall, broad strokes of blue and green and violet 
somehow bringing life to the otherwise sterile space. 


An unfamiliar face interrupted her reverie: a brown haired man, smiling widely, bustled into 
the foyer from a door under the stairs. 


“Ts this her?” 


Ivan only nodded. The strange man smiled impossibly wider and stepped forward to hug her. 
Alina tried to return the embrace without stiffening too much. 


“Alina! I’m Fedyor. Ivan’s better half and Mr. Morozova’s housekeeper. Genya’s told me all 
about you. We’re so excited to have you here.” 


Alina smiled back, never certain how to respond to strangers’ friendliness. “It’s nice to be 
here.” 


“Now, Mr. Morozova wants to greet you personally, and then Ill give you the grand tour. 
How was your flight?” Fedyor had already turned away to climb the stairs. 


“Just fine. The airports seemed pretty quiet.” 
“Oh, good. It’s never that way flying out of New York—" 


As they climbed three flights of stairs, Fedyor regaled her with the horrors of each local 
airport, casually declaring his gratitude that Morozova “never flies commercial anymore.” 
Alina had difficulty following his monologue, managing only to nod politely as she craned 
her neck to see the floors they passed. She caught only glimpses: a hall full of art, the gleam 
of a chandelier, warm wood floors replacing the cold marble, crown moulding painted the 
same warm white as the walls. 


They turned right when they reached the third floor. Fedyor knocked on the door at the end of 
the hall, and a familiar voice said, “Come.” 


They entered an office, three walls lined with mahogany bookshelves. Straight ahead, a deep, 
cushion-lined window seat looked down on the street below. To the left, green velvet 
armchairs clustered around a coffee table, and to the right stood a gleaming executive desk. 
All this, Alina noticed and then forgot again, because there was Aleksander, circling his desk, 
face breaking into a gentle smile. 


“Alina,” he almost purred, reaching out to clasp her hand. “How wonderful to see you.” 
“It’s lovely to be here, Aleksander.” His smile widened as she uttered his name. 


“Well, I know Fedyor was looking forward to showing you the house, but I have some 
unanticipated free time. Would you mind if I did the honors myself?” 


She blushed as she agreed. Fedyor made a show of pouting but acquiesced with good grace 
and reminded them that dinner would be served in 90 minutes. 


“Does he cook for you as well?” she asked when Fedyor and Ivan had departed. 
“Yes, most days.” 
“Do he and Ivan live here?” 


“They have rooms in the house, but they keep their own apartment and prefer to stay there 
most of the time.” 


“So will it just be us here most evenings?” 


“Yes. Just us.” He smiled as he said it, then quickly returned to business. “Would you like to 
see your room first? Or would you like to start with the public rooms?” 


Something about that phrase—public rooms, as if this were an English manor house 
frequently put on display—entirely sapped her courage. What was she, Alina Starkova, with 
her student loans and thrifted clothes and limited work experience, doing here? Her throat 
tightened, and she found she could not find suitable words. 


Aleksander must have detected something in her face, because his brow furrowed in concern. 


“Forgive me, Alina, you must be exhausted after all that packing and travelling. Why don’t I 
show you your room, and then you can have some time to rest before dinner?” 


She nodded, pathetically grateful that he spared her the decision. 
“Perfect. Just down the hall, then.” 


He led her to another white door, swinging it open with a flourish. Alina tried and failed to 
keep from gaping. The room within could only be described as cavernous. Its white walls and 
gauzy white curtains managed to be welcoming rather than sterile. A massive four poster bed 
faced a gas fireplace, flanked by two wingback chairs. In one corner, several potted plants sat 
on stands of various height. Her books had been shipped ahead and were already unpacked 
on the cases that flanked the bed. French doors opened onto a sizable balcony overlooking 
the courtyard, a little whicker chair and table making her imagine long summer afternoons 
reading and writing outdoors. 


She turned to Aleksander, mouth still agape. “This is too beautiful.” 


He beamed. “I’m glad it pleases you. If you wish for any change to the decor, please just 
mention it to Fedyor.” 


“T can’t imagine wanting to redecorate. This is perfect.” 


“Good. But the offer stands. Now, let me show you your dressing room and office, and then 
I'll leave you to your own devices." He led her into the en suite bathroom, its tile the color of 
sandstone, warm with natural light. A large basket sat on the counter, full of boxes and tubes 
with expensive labels on them. Alina was practically salivating to investigate, but she 
followed Aleksander through a pocket door on the far side of the bathroom which opened 
onto a flight of stairs. 


The narrow stairs led up to a closet of frankly absurd proportions, a wide window and 
dressing table at the far end. She couldn’t surprise a snort at the excess, and Aleksander 
turned to her with a cocked eyebrow. 


“T can’t imagine needing this much space,” she blurted, blushing at the rudeness of her initial 
reaction. He smiled again. 


“Ah, that’s where you’re wrong. Working for me requires something of an extensive 
wardrobe, you see. I’ve promised Genya that she could take you shopping this week, get you 


properly settled. All part of your compensation.” 
“Oh, Mr. Morozova, that would be so expensive. I couldn’t possibly —* 


He raises a hand. “Alina, as my employee, you represent the company. Your position in 
particular will involve interaction with high-profile clients. It’s important for you to have a 
suitable wardrobe, and I consider it only fair that I cover that cost.” 


She nods, eyes cast down, struggling to untangle her emotions: elation, embarrassment, 
trepidation, resentment. She should have known her wardrobe would be insufficient. That 
everything about her life would be insufficient for this man with his perfect face and 
expensive clothes and absurdly extravagant home. But how can she be anything but grateful 
and excited for such an opportunity? 


Aleksander seemed to sense her inner conflict. He reached out, clasping one of her hands in 
both of his. 


“I’m so pleased you’re here, Alina. I'll give you some time to settle in. Dinner will be served 
in the kitchen at 7. Feel free to explore as much as you like.” 


“Thank you, Aleksander.” 
“My pleasure. 


She watched his back as he descended the stairs, something graceful, predatory, even in the 
precarious motions of descent. When she heard the bedroom door shut behind him, she 
slumped against the wall, gazing out the window at the far end of the dressing room. 
Curiously numb, she crossed to the dressing table, idly slid open a drawer to find it full of 
cosmetics boxes in various shapes and sizes. She slumped in the generously cushioned chair, 
stared at herself in the mirror. 


“What have you gotten yourself into, Alina?” 


She distributed her bags between the dressing room and the bathroom, left them packed as 
she tried and failed to nap. It seemed only a few minutes had passed by the time Aleksander 
knocked on her door to summon her to dinner. He led her down the stately marble stairs, 
pausing to remind her that she was welcome in the library at any time and to point out the 
formal dining room and the living room. 


“Do you like it?” he asked, as she took in the oversized chandelier, the ostentatious sofas at 
awkward angles against the walls, the frankly hideous modern canvas above the hearth. 


Even as she hunted for diplomatic words, her nose involuntarily wrinkled. Aleksander’s 
warm laughter disrupted her frantic scramble for the polite response. 


“Tt’s rather horrible, isn’t it? My decorator is usually good, but this room has never felt right. 
Perhaps, this could be one of your first tasks. Genya can put you in touch with some 
vendors.” 


He turned away as he spoke, leading her down another flight of stairs. She stumbled behind, 
too overwhelmed by the prospect to vocalise any form of assent. What was she doing here? 

Surely, in a week or so Aleksander would realise that she was not equipped for this job, and 
she would be sent packing in a strange city, with no savings and no prospects. 


If he spoke again, she didn’t hear it. It was only when they reached the basement, to be 
greeted by the smell of something warm and hearty, that her awareness returned to her body 
and particularly to the growling of her stomach. 


She found herself in a gleaming kitchen, enveloped by warmth. Fedyor stood over a steaming 
pot on the range, laughing uproariously at some remark of Ivan’s. Alina glanced quickly 
around the room: marble everywhere, straight ahead double doors to a patio, to her right a 
long table and an abundant vertical garden. She lost herself again in the contours of the plants 
—the waxy sheen of basil, tiny gem-like leaves of oregano, trailing vines she could not 
identify. Sometimes she wished she could melt into some woodland and never return, lie 
down and devote all conscious thought to the dance of shadow and light through the tree 
branches. 


Then Fedyor laughed again and turned to ask her something about her room, and she was 
back in the present. Some sort of stew was quickly dished into bowls, settled on the table 
alongside a green salad and loaves of crusty bread. Aleksander guided her to a seat, hand at 
her back. He settled beside her, tore off a generous piece of the steaming loaf and placed it on 
her bread plate, then filled her wine glass. She dipped the bread in the glossy stew, closing 
her eyes and struggling to smother a moan at the flavours. 


Fedyor appeared genuinely delighted when she complimented him on the meal. He then 
turned the subject to sightseeing in New York, deftly drawing each of them into conversation. 
Alina found herself effusing about her desire to visit the New York Public Library, listening 
to Fedyor and Ivan squabble about the best hole-in-the-wall Russian restaurants, the most 
perfect pizza or pastrami sandwiches. Aleksander interjected rarely, seeming content to gaze 
warmly on each of them. He laughed rarely, but every time he did the sound warmed Alina, 
made her squirm in her chair slightly. 


By the time the sun had set and Fedyor had served a truly spectacular lemon meringue pie, 
Alina was sated, wine drunk, and happy, her earlier worries replaced with a sense of profound 
belonging. She stumbled up the stairs still giggling at Fedyor’s parting remark, Aleksander’s 
comforting presence behind her. It was far too early for bed, and yet she nestled beneath the 
absurdly fluffy duvet with a sigh of gratitude. The warmth—of the dinner and the company— 
remained as she drifted off, not sparing a thought to the impossible tasks tomorrow might 
bring. 


Chapter 5 
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Waking was too gentle a word for Alina’s return to consciousness the next morning. One 
moment she drifted in the black sea of dreamlessness. The next, she was sitting bolt upright, 
heart racing in response to the violent bang of her bedroom door hitting the wall. Several 
blinks later, she determined that neither fight nor flight was warranted, for the figure now 
rapidly approaching her bed was familiar. 


Genya, immaculate as always, clapped her manicured hands and beamed. 
“Rise and shine, sweetie. It’s shopping day!” 

As her pulse settled, Alina released a shaky laugh. 

“‘Well—that’s one way to wake up.” 


Genya ignored her acerbic tone, sweeping into the bathroom. A moment later, a sound like 
tropical rain heralded the activation of the shower. Genya reappeared, clapping again. 


“You clean up; I’ll find something for you to wear.” 


Disobedience was evidently not an option. The redhead swept up the stairs to the closet 
without waiting for a response, and Alina stumbled out of bed and into the—unsurprisingly 
luxurious—shower. She attempted to hurry, lest Genya reappear and lecture her. It proved 
challenging to resist the massage of the glorious water pressure and to rush the application of 
hair products that must have cost a truly terrifying sum. Still, she managed to emerge after a 
respectable interval to find her clothes laid out on the counter: a black skirt, black camisole, 
and her favorite gold lantern sleeved cardigan. 


As she pulled on the garments, Genya knocked, patience clearly exhausted. 
“Are you decent?” 


“Nearly.” 


The lack of full assent did not deter Genya from throwing open the door just as Alina 
finished tugging the cami over her towel-wrapped head. The redhead herded her up to the 
dressing room, ordering her to sit before the vanity and keep her eyes closed. Ten minutes 
later—when any number of creams and powders had been applied to her face—Alina asked, 
“Do I need this much makeup just for a shopping trip?” 


Genya’s voice sounded scandalised. “There is nothing ‘just’ about a shopping trip, Alina. We 
represent Mr. Morozova. We should always look our best. Besides, there’s nothing worse 
than braving dressing room lighting bare-faced.” 


The latter remark made Alina laugh, going some ways towards alleviating her fear at the 
responsibility of representing Aleksander. Some minutes later, when Genya commanded she 
open her eyes, she understood the woman’s insistence. Alina did not look made-up. She just 
looked better—smooth-skinned, alert, and luminous. In her favorite sweater and the healed 
ankle boots Genya thrust at her, she felt curiously powerful, ready for whatever the day might 
bring. 


“You must teach me how to do this.” 


Genya smiled. “We’ll go over it tomorrow. Now, let’s get moving. We’ve got a full 
schedule.” 


She had not exaggerated. 


Most of the morning passed in some sort of private room at Saks, as they nibbled pastries and 
sipped tiny cups of strong coffee, all while Alina tried on a bewildering assortment of 
garments: wool slacks, tight pencil skirts, silk blouses, buttery cashmere sweaters and coats. 
Fortunately, her uninformed opinions turned out to be wholly unnecessary. The personal 
shopper thrust clothes at her, she tried them on, and Genya rendered verdicts: “Yes.” “No.” 
“Looks cheap.” “Does it come in black?” ““We’ II take five.” 


By the time they had filled two racks, Genya declared their efforts “Enough for now.” Alina 
had noticed a strategy to her selections: most of the garments were black, cream, and camel. 
Colours and patterns were mostly restricted to the blouses and dresses. It might not be 
impossible to turn this mountain of clothing into coordinated outfits after all. 


The labels alone made her eyes water: Alexander McQueen, Dior, Gucci. Thank God 
someone had thought to remove the price tags. 


Even more surprising, if not unsettling, were the styles. She had expected the clothes to look 
like her usual office wear, if higher quality: lots of cardigans and pencil skirts, hopefully a bit 
less fitted than Genya’s preferred silhouette. Apparently she had been naive. Of course, such 
garments were included, though something about their quality made them look categorically 
different than her own clothes, which mostly came from midwestern thrift stores. Many of 
the garments were far more daring than she would have imagined, though. Genya had her try 
on dramatic tulle circle skirts and pleated minis, bold plaid blazers and dramatic leather 
jackets. Many of the dresses had short skirts or revealing bodices, slightly transparent fabric 
or teasing cut-outs. She expected to feel self-conscious, but she found that the garments 
Genya picked instead made her feel young and vibrant. She could not help but worry, though, 


that Aleksander and his clients might not take her seriously if she dressed in such a daring 
way. But Genya assured her that the clothes would make a statement and suit her new 
position perfectly. Alina did not try to argue. 


Everything was charged to the Morozova account and packaged for delivery to the mansion. 
Meanwhile, Genya shepherded Alina off to brunch. 


She was delighted to find Fedyor awaiting them at the restaurant. His warm smile made the 
gleaming crystal and snow white linens feel almost welcoming. He leapt up to hug them 
both. 


“So, Alina, how was shopping?” 

“T’m grateful I didn’t have to do it alone!” 

“Ah, yes, Genya tends to treat a shopping trip like a military campaign.” 

“It’s been intense, but I’m not complaining.” 

“So, where all did you go?” 

“Just Saks so far,” Genya put in. 

“So far?” Alina could not repress her surprise. 

Fedyor laughed again. “Oh, Alina, knowing Genya you have a long way to go yet today.” 


Genya appeared less amused. “Of course! We haven’t even begun with shoes. Not to mention 
foundation garments. Besides, it would be criminal not to at least check a few boutiques. 
You’re young—we need more avant-garde pieces for your wardrobe.” 


Alina stuffed a large bite of poached egg in her mouth to repress an untoward moan, though 
she suspected Fedyor noted her silent consternation. 


From there, the conversation turned to work—some merger which had been keeping 
Morozova particularly busy of late. Lacking the context to follow their conversation, Alina 
found herself mentally drifting, slowly nibbling her eggs benedict and wondering what 
Aleksander would think of her new outfits. Genya startled her a moment later by addressing 
her. 


“That will probably be your first event, Alina.” 
“Sorry, what event?” 


Her companions smirked, and Fedyor elaborated. “The gala to celebrate the merger. That will 
probably be the first event Mr. Morozova asks you to plan.” 


“Oh!” Alina scrambled for an intelligent response. “Will it be very large?” 


Genya gave a noncommittal toss of the head. “Not particularly. Probably a couple hundred 
attendees?” 


Two hundred people was small in this world, apparently. Her stomach twisted, and she set 
down her fork. “I see. Well, I'll start making some tentative plans. Please let me know if you 
have suggestions.” 


Her attempt at nonchalance did not persuade them; the gazes fixed on her felt pitying, and 
Genya reached out to pat her hand. 


“T have all sorts of ideas, don’t worry. There’s a whole binder of notes on company galas and 
our standard vendors.” 


“That would be very helpful. Do you think I could get a copy soon?” 


“Of course! We’ll show you the office tomorrow. No need to worry about it now, though.” At 
that, Genya clapped her hands. Apparently this was one of her more common mannerisms. 
“Time for more shopping,” she announced, with unflagging enthusiasm. At this, Alina finally 
did groan aloud, and Fedyor laughed airily. 


“T’ll leave you two to the rest of your expedition. Good luck, Sunshine.” 


He kissed them both on the cheek and departed, somehow swift but entirely unhurried. 
Watching him, Alina thought she understood what Wodehouse meant when he described 
Jeeves as shimmering in and out of rooms. 


All too soon, Genya had the bill settled and was dragging Alina out onto the street. The rest 
of the afternoon became a blur of boutiques and vintage emporia. At some point, they were in 
another department store, and with Genya rapping out orders apparently related to handbags 
while Alina tried on a dizzying number of shoes. The labels had lost their shock value— 
Louboutin and Jimmy Choo and Saint Laurent and Givenchy fading to a murmur in the back 
of her mind rather than an intimidating cacophony. 


The only truly memorable (and mortifying) part of the afternoon came when Alina realized 
that Genya had halted them in front of the arched windows of LaPerla. She watched the color 
drain from her cheeks in the glass. 


“Oh, Genya, I’m sure I don’t need any underwear.” 

The redhead either missed or chose to ignore the desperation in her tone. 
“Nonsense. Quality clothes require the proper foundation garments.” 
“Genya, I’m not sure I’m comfortable—* 


At this, she only laughed. “No need for a fashion show, Alina. We’ll just get you properly 
measured, and I’1l place an order later.” 


While she wasn’t particularly thrilled at the idea of Genya choosing her underwear, Alina 
could accept this as a compromise. The measurements passed quickly, and then Genya was 


buying them both more coffee and pastries and calling the car to take them home. 


After thanking her for all the help, Alina went straight to her room and napped through 
dinner. 


She awoke to a light knock on her door. The clock on the shelf by her bed read 7 pm. 
Scrambling upright, she ran a hand through her rumpled hair and straightened her sweater. 
She expected to see Fedyor or Ivan outside. Instead, she found herself struck dumb at the 
sight of Aleksander, clad in jeans and a crew-neck sweater—both black, of course—strands 
of hair tumbling across his forehead. He smiled softly. 


“T see Genya was correct when she said you needed a nap.” 
Alina blushed. “I never knew shopping could be that exhausting.” 
“Not many people shop with the same zeal as Genya.” 


“Zeal is one word,” she grumbled, then blushed harder as Aleksander laughed. She didn’t 
want to seem ungrateful, but the expedition had been overwhelming. 


He quieted, then asked, “Are you hungry? You slept through dinner, but I had some leftovers 
sent up to the library.” 


At the mention of food, her stomach gave a vigorous growl, and they both laughed. 
Aleksander turned from the door. 


“T have my answer, then. Would you join me?” 
“Of course.” 


They settled at his massive desk, where someone—probably Fedyor—had left a tray with 
still-steaming portions of chilli and cornbread. Aleksander sipped a glass of wine as Alina 
devoured the meal, caught off-guard by her own hunger. 


After scraping the bowl, she looked up to find Aleksander’s gaze fixed on her. 
“How are you settling in, Alina?” 
“Oh—your home is beautiful, and everyone’s been so kind.” 


“T’m glad. If anyone is ever unkind, I hope you will tell me. But that’s not precisely what I 
asked: Are you settling in all right?” 


“Yes.” The word came out more dubious than she intended. 
“But?” 


“Tt’s all a bit intimidating, I suppose. I’m not used to living somewhere so beautiful, or 
having such nice clothes, or planning important events. I just want to represent you and your 
company well, and I can't help but worry that I'll fail you.” 


The plaintive words tumbled out before she could stop them, and she paused in horror at 
having confessed such personal concerns to her new boss. Surely this would shatter whatever 
tentative confidence he might have in her abilities. 


Instead, he merely smiled. “I’m certain that’s a normal feeling, Alina. But believe me when I 
say that I have every faith in you. Of course, you will have a lot to learn. I don’t expect you 
to know everything or to be perfect. But no one could fill this role better than you.” 


Warmth swelled within her, and she realised that she was sitting straighter. His certainty filled 
her with a fizzing buoyancy like champagne bubbles, lifting her spirits and drowning her 
doubts. 


Feeling her professional energies renewed, she sought to make the most of the time. 
“Genya mentioned that you may have an gala upcoming to celebrate a merger?” 
His lip quirked, more a smirk than a smile. “Indeed. With Lantsov Holdings.” 


“Would you let me know if you have any particular preferences for that event? Genya said 
that she had a binder full of information for me, but if there’s anything specific you have in 
mind, I’d like to make certain that’s incorporated from the beginning of planning.” 


“T appreciate that, Alina. I'll let you know if I have any thoughts.” 
“Thank you.” 


“T’ll be stuck in meetings related to the merger all day tomorrow, but Genya will bring you 
over to the office and give you the grand tour, if that sounds agreeable. While you’re at it, 
you two can discuss the arrangements for your first event.” 


“The gala?” 


“No, actually. It’s been suggested to me that the merger with Lantsov might go more 
smoothly if we wine and dine the board a bit. So I'd like to host a dinner party this coming 
Friday evening.” 


Alina took a deep breath, clung to the confidence she had felt so strongly a moment before. 
“Very well. Have invitations already been sent?” 


“Not yet.” 


Alina nodded. “I'll see if Genya can help me draw up a preliminary guest list for your review 
tomorrow, and we’ll circulate invitations by end of day. Any preferences regarding catering?” 


He greeted her words with an approving smirk. “You see, Alinochka? You’re already 
perfect.” After a moment, he continued, “No particular preferences. Genya can give you the 
information on our usual caterers. Do speak to Peter Lantsov’s PA to ask about dietary 
requirements among the attendees, though.” 


“Of course.” 


“Did Genya have you try on formal clothes?” 

Alina’s stomach sank. More shopping was not what she needed this week. 

“T don’t think so—* 

“Not to worry,” Aleksander quickly cut in. ““We’ll have a few options sent over for you.” 
“Thank you. That would be really convenient.” 


“Of course, Alinochka. One other thing.” Reaching into a drawer, he withdrew a flat, black 
box and pushed it across the desk. “A small gift, to welcome you to the company.” 


With shaking hands, she cracked the lid open, then gaped for a long moment. Against the 
black velvet lay a necklace of large, lustrous pearls with matching stud earrings. She could 
not imagine how much such a gift had cost. 


“Aleksander, this is too generous.” 
He held up a hand. “I assure you, it is not.” 
“You already bought me a whole new wardrobe—* 


“And a new wardrobe requires the occasional piece of jewellery.” He pressed on before she 
could object further. “Alina, it pleased me to buy you a small token of appreciation. The 
expense is insignificant to me, I assure you. I would, however, be saddened if you felt you 
could not accept it.” 


“T don’t know what to say.” 
“Say, “Thank you, Aleksander.’” 
At this, she managed to smile. “Thank you, Aleksander.” 


He beamed at her, then stood up in a gracious but firm dismissal. “I don’t want to keep you 
from your rest. This week will be busy, I fear, but please remember that you are entitled to 
your afternoons off to write. You may find tomorrow quite full, but if so, please take a shorter 
day on Tuesday to compensate.” 


“T will, thank you.” Her heart rose at the thought of uninterrupted hours to write. 
“Good. I'll see you in the morning, then. I believe Genya will be by around seven tomorrow.” 
“See you in the morning, Aleksander.” 


She shut the library door behind her and tiptoed up the stairs, somehow fearing that noise 
would disrupt the perfection of her evening’s conversation. Back in her room, she set the 
pearls beside her bed and undressed, pulling on the outrageously soft bathrobe that hung on 
her bathroom door and putting her hair up in a bun. So attired, she finally investigated the 
enticing basket on the bathroom counter, finding an overwhelming array of products from 


brands she would never pay for herself: La Mer, Biossance, Dr. Sturm, along with the 
obligatory Diptyque candle. Like a child in Willie Wonka’s factory (gleeful but uncertain of 
the side-effects of her consumption), she lit the candle and tried five new skincare products in 
one go, hoping to wake up to a glowing, hydrated visage rather than a rash. 


Feeling indulgent and somehow virtuous after such extravagant self-care, she slipped into 
bed with one of her notebooks and scribbled story ideas until her eyes became too heavy to 
focus. 


She woke up to her alarm rather than Genya’s exuberant entrance the next morning. Slightly 
smug and unusually well-rested, she wandered up to her closet, seized by the ambition to 
choose her own outfit for the first day. Someone had already distributed the new garments, 
sorted them meticulously by type and color. She briefly imagined Ivan unwrapping and 
hanging all her dresses, and she actually giggled at the thought. 


Her courage failed a bit when she considered all the options. She wanted to look professional 
but not dull—neither too daring nor staid. And she wanted something to wear with her pearls. 
At last, she settled on a high-waisted black pencil skirt, a cerulean crepe blouse, and a pair of 
black Louboutins. Outfit decided, she began to haphazardly rummage for undergarments. At 
one end of the closet, she discovered an entire row of drawers full of lingerie—all of it new, 
all of it LaPerla, all of it black. The monochrome seemed impractical, but it suited her needs 
for the day. Shrugging off the idiosyncrasy, she chose a set and hurried to groom and dress 
before Genya could burst in and interrupt her. 


Chapter 6 


Chapter Summary 


Alina's first day of work 


Chapter Notes 


Greetings, gentle readers! Gentle indeed, for you've been incredibly patient with me as I 
struggled to get this chapter written. Since publishing the last, I've moved and had a 
baby, so you can blame future delays on Mini River (except you cannot, because he's too 
adorable to be blamed for anything). I'm slowly learning to cope with the sleep 
deprivation and at last getting some writing done! I can't say I'm happy with this chapter, 
but it's at least complete. I've managed to draft the next chapter as well, so that will be 
up in the next week. In the coming months, I also hope to start posting a few stories that 
I've been sitting on, including a couple of canonverse AUs. I'm just waiting until I have 
a substantial backlog of chapters so that I put you all through such long delays again. In 
the meantime, enjoy Alina's first day at Morozova Industries. She sure doesn't. ;) 


Genya’s entrance proved slightly less dramatic that day, only because when she arrived, Alina 
was upstairs at the dressing table, waging war with the overwhelming array of beauty 
products which had seemed so conquerable only the day before. The redhead did not bother 
with pleasantries, tutting and dousing Alina’s face with makeup remover. She began 
reapplying the makeup, all the while monologuing about the process. Alina tried at first to 
follow, but Genya was working and talking so fast, pointing out endless nuances to her 
process, that absorbing her methods proved impossible. Alina might as well attempt to 
recreate The School of Athens by watching a Bob Ross special. 


“Perhaps you could write out some instructions for me?” 


Genya stroked her head absently, a gesture which Alina found truly annoying, before 
promising to share some videos. At last, she declared her masterpiece complete, and Alina 
once again confronted a brighter, better version of herself in the mirror. She wondered if that 
vibrant mirror-self could ever be her, if she could live up to the exalted expectations of these 
warm, wealthy, careless people. 


In another moment, she was shepherded out to the waiting car. Genya thrust a protein shake 
into her hand once her seatbelt was buckled. Alina sipped it out of politeness—protein shakes 
were not precisely to her taste—then set it aside when Genya handed her a schedule. Her 


appointments stretched from an 8 am tour with Genya to a 7 pm debrief with Aleksander. She 
hoped this would not be indicative of the actual workload. 


The drive to the Morozova Building (one of many gleaming towers in the heart of the 
Financial District, Aleksander’s name in yards-high letters obscuring the windows of the 60" 
floor) slipped away in a haze. Alina gazed out at the city without observing, lost in her 
memories of the day before and her anxieties about the day ahead. She could only blink in 
surprise when the car pulled up at the building’s front doors. Genya leapt out and waved 
impatiently for Alina to follow suit. 


The lobby was just as sleek and modern as she expected—vast marble floor, silver velvet 
sofas scattered about, reception staff overseeing the turnstiles with bland professionalism. 
Genya swiped her security badge and waved Alina through ahead of her. The two slid into a 
mostly empty elevator, and Genya swiped her card again before pressing the button for the 
sixty-third floor. They rode up in silence, Alina breathing deeply, fortifying herself for the 
whirlwind she expected once the elevator doors opened. 


She almost laughed therefore at the scene revealed by the sliding doors. The first thing to 
reach her was the sound of running water, more suited to a spa than the office of a major 
corporation. The reception area before them was decorated like a lounge with comfortable 
looking sofas, a flood of natural light, and a pebbled fountain in the center. To her left were a 
set of glass double doors which bore a simple brass plaque, “Aleksander Morozova, CEO” 
engraved in block letters. Genya led her through them into a smaller reception area—more 
seating, as well as a massive desk. Genya dumped her bag and coat on top. 


“My desk,” she pointed, clearly considering full sentences too inefficient for the rigors of the 
day. Pointing to the wooden doors at the far side of the desk, she declared, “Mr. Morozova’s 
office.” Alina suppressed a snort. She could have discerned that for herself just fine. Genya 
either overlooked or ignored her bemused expression, however, and only picked up speed. 
“To your left is our kitchenette. The espresso machine is mediocre but it works in a pinch. 
Aleksander only drinks tea, so he never notices. The door just past that is your office. We’ ll 
start in there.” 


Alina followed her into the compact office, thrilled by the wall of windows across from the 
door. Perpendicular to the windows stood an adjustable standing desk fashioned from some 
absurdly lustrous wood. Two truly massive iMacs sat on top and a Herman Miller chair was 
situated behind it. In another corner two high-backed armchairs flanked a glass table with 
little pots of succulents in the center. Two varieties of palm and a fiddle-leaf fig overflowed 
from their planters by the windows. Alina could not help but smile at the balance between 
warmth and efficiency in the space. 


Genya snatched a leather portfolio from the desk and thrust it into Alina’s arms. She managed 
not to drop it, in spite of the purse and briefcase and shake already cluttering her hands. 


“Those are your onboarding materials—badge, email login, training checklist. All the 
manuals are stored in the cloud, and that information has already been sent to your new 
email. You’ll have some time to get that set up and direct any questions to IT later in the 
morning. Leave your things here, and wel begin our tour.” 


Alina found, to her surprise, that Genya’s commanding manner was more annoying in an 
office context, not less. It ought to have been particularly irritating to have the woman dictate 
her shopping and styling—but her confidence had felt mostly like a mercy. Being 
commanded about a colleague was more grating. Even while she understood that this position 
had exponentially higher stakes than her last, Alina had hoped for friendliness and 
reassurance on her first day. Genya had transformed from doting if demanding to an icy 
martinet as soon as they stepped through the revolving doors of the Morozova Building. And 
as Alina was, in fact, a young professional and not a character in The Devil Wears Prada, she 
did not appreciate it. It would be ridiculous to provoke a confrontation on her first day, 
however, so she dropped her bags and scurried after the redhead, firmly shoving down the 
welling sense of frustration. 


Genya scarcely paused for breath as they marched between ten floors of offices, pointing out 
key marketing, development, and communications staff with whom Alina might need to 
liaise. Alina was quite confident that she would not remember any of these names, but she 
nodded dutifully nonetheless. There followed an overview of building security, a meeting 
with IT involving a long discussion of data privacy, and a further lecture from Genya about 
confidentiality and interactions with the press. Alina began to imagine constant threats of 
corporate espionage and tabloid exposure (of what, she was not certain--would The Sun want 
to know about Morozova Industries’ fundraising figures?). 


An intern appeared silently with salads for both her and Genya around 1, and while the meal 
was delicious, the meticulous offering of some gourmet health food chain, Alina found 
herself still ravenous and exhausted when the container was empty. Alas, there was no time to 
take advantage of the overabundance of snacks in the employee lounge a floor below, for 
Genya was now engrossed in an overview of major donors. This, at least, held Alina’s focus, 
even if she was not permitted to take notes—another security issue, apparently. By the time 
the subject turned to that Friday’s dinner party, her head was pounding with the overload of 
information and her thoughts ran sluggish. 


Fortunately, her input on the party seemed scarcely necessary. Genya already had a guest list 
curated, invitations printed, and caterers booked. She solicited Alina’s opinion regarding the 
menu and seemed to approve of her suggestions, but the input was evidently a courtesy, not a 
necessity. Thus, the afternoon passed with Genya entirely in command and Alina trailing 
along after, figuratively as well as literally. She found, as she counted the minutes to her 7 pm 
meeting with Aleksander, that she still had no concept of what her actual workdays should 
look like. But surely that was normal for a first day. Surely this would all seem more 
manageable. This she reassured herself, even as she lost count of the cups of coffee she 
downed and the questions she scribbled in her pocket notepad. Perhaps Genya would have 
time to explain things a bit more slowly tomorrow. 


At last, 7 o’clock mercifully arrived, finding her with a mind at once drained and cluttered. 
As Genya waved her towards the imposing doors of Aleksander’s office, she found herself 
almost vibrating, whether with nerves or an excess of caffeine or a trembling exhaustion she 
could not say. 


She knocked, and her employer’s mesmeric voice invited her to enter. In spite of her own 
internal frenzy, she felt a sense of deep quiet drop about her as she slipped through the doors. 


Aleksander stood from behind his desk—minimalist oak, simpler than she might have 
expected—and rounded it to greet her. He ushered her to the seating area in one corner of the 
room, two plush sofas with a tea service already waiting on the coffee table between, and sat 
next to her, pouring out a steaming cup for her without asking. She found she minded such 
presumption less when it came from him. 


He settled next to her on the sofa, ankle hooked over his knee and arms spread in proprietary 
sprawl. His entire torso he angled towards her, keeping his eyes fixed on her face as he asked, 
“How was your first day, Alina?” 


“Oh, it was great!” 
Something in her tone must have proven unconvincing, for he simply raised an eyebrow. 


“No, really, it was excellent. A lot of new information. But exciting all the same. And I think 
things are coming together well for the dinner party. Genya is amazing.” 


“She is—but she can be a bit much in large doses. No one could blame you if you found the 
day a bit overwhelming.” 


Some part of her wondered why, if he knew Genya would overwhelm, he had assigned 
Alina’s orientation to her. But the rest leapt to offer the expected courtesies. “Genya was 
wonderful. I’m so grateful for all her help.” 


Aleksander smiled gently, the twist at the corner of his mouth vaguely pitying. “You’re a 
sweet girl, Alina.” 


She blushed and then found herself irritated at the response. “Just stating facts. Did you have 
any further input for the dinner party you wanted to pass on? We have a proposed menu if 
you’d like me to run it by you?” 


“No need. I trust you both. I didn’t ask you to meet with me to check up on your work.” 
“Oh?” 


“No. I just wanted to make sure that everything went smoothly. Did you like what you saw of 
the offices?” 


“They’re beautiful. Truly. I was surprised how peaceful it feels up here.” 


“T’m glad you noticed. It’s important to me to maintain a calm workspace. Obviously we 
want workers to be efficient and have a sense of camaraderie. But I find a bustling 
environment often isn’t conducive to good thinking. It’s certainly not for me.” 


“T see what you mean. Sometimes I like noisy spaces, but I find large offices can feel frantic 
at times.” 


“Precisely. But there should be a bit of fun as well. Did you see the snack bar on 62?” 


“T think Genya pointed it out.” 


“You'll have to explore more tomorrow. We’ ve got a pretty nice spread if I do say so myself. 
And the coffee down there is supposed to be good.” 


“T thought you didn’t like coffee.” Alina attempted a teasing smile, suspecting he might 
appreciate a more mischievous, less fretful interlocutor. 


He leaned towards her, inviting conspiracy. “Genya makes it her business to inform me 
regarding coffee quality on every floor. I think she considers tea drinking a form of corporate 
negligence.” 


At this they both laughed. After a moment, Aleksander’s eyes snaked to the clock over the 
door, the distinct but rapid flutter characteristic of the chronically busy. 


“T shouldn’t keep you too late, Alina. I was hoping to take you to dinner, but a few last 
minute issues have arisen with the merger. Fedyor promised us dessert, though, so I’ll see 
you tonight.” 


“That sounds wonderful.” 

“Excellent. [ll let you get home, then. The driver will be waiting for you outside.” 
“Thank you, Aleksander.” 

“No, thank you, Alina.” 


As he guided her out, his hand brushed her back, leaving goosebumps on the skin hidden by 
her blazer. She could not resist turning back towards him as she stepped through the door. He 
paused, eyes catching on the pearls at her neck. A single finger stretched out to trace the 
strand. 


“They’re perfect on you. As I knew they would be.” 
“Thank you so much again. I’ve never had jewelry this nice before.” 
“Well, perhaps we ought to correct that—a bit of luxury suits you.” 


Unsure if a response to this remark would be strictly appropriate, she smiled and glanced 
down at her shoes. 


“T shouldn’t keep you any longer, though. Thank you for stopping to talk with me after such a 
long day. I'll see you at home.” 


“See you at home,” she echoed. As she returned to her office to collect her bag and coat, she 
marveled that she and this outrageously privileged man now called the same place home. She 
could not resist one last glance at his office door before striding towards the elevator. As she 
slipped through the turnstile and out the front doors, she gulped a deep breath of icy air and a 
real smile overtook her face. Time to go home. 


Chapter 7 


Chapter Summary 


The dinner party 


Chapter Notes 


Thanks for your encouraging comments and congratulations on the last chapter, 
everyone! It's good to be back. 


As promised, here is chapter 8, in which Alina continues to be overwhelmed but wears a 
very pretty dress while doing so. Chapter 9 is half written, so hopefully it will be up 
sometime next week. 


The next few days Alina found herself out at sea in the midst of a hurricane, bouncing from 
one task to the next like a wave-tossed raft. The overwhelm was so constant that it had 
become a physical presence in her body—a pit in her stomach; a vague sense of vertigo that 
made her feel that she was floating through each day. Fedyor noticed, regarding her with 
furrowed brow at each of their encounters and urging her to eat more. Since his urging also 
involved sending up breakfast in bed complete with exquisite French pastry, she had decided 
that he was her favorite person. Genya, by contrast, overlooked or ignored Alina’s tendency 
to look increasingly like a doe staring down a semi, focused relentlessly on the upcoming 
events. Alina often had cause to wonder how Genya completed her other PA duties while also 
spending all day guiding her through her tasks. 


As she might have expected, had she given the matter thought, Morozova already had an 
entire staff devoted to event planning. Alina was now responsible for managing them, taking 
over for Genya. Fortunately, Genya had already assigned them a number of crucial tasks for 
the merger gala later in the month. The dinner party, however, was almost entirely Alina’s 
responsibility because it was to be held in Aleksander’s home. As Executive Social 
Coordinator, she was to oversee his household in addition to company events. It was clear she 
would have plenty of help, and that the terms of her contract were outrageously generous. 
But the range of her responsibilities was wide, and learning it all was already taking a toll on 
her. 


By Friday afternoon, Alina had drastically exceeded her contracted work hours and felt 
completely wrung out. She had put out three fires with the caterers and had found a new 
string quartet at the very last moment when the first group had called to say they had all been 
felled by some bad sushi. Fortunately, mentioning Aleksander’s name—and offering 


genuinely upsetting amounts of his money—seemed capable of resolving any number of 
catastrophes. 


Now the backup musicians were settled on the rooftop terrace, surrounded by outdoor heaters 
to keep their instruments in tune and the guests warm. Half the catering staff were preparing 
amuse bouches to be circulated on the roof, and the other half had taken over the main 
kitchen to execute the intricate seven-course supper. Genya had been in the house all day 
barking orders, while Alina trailed along behind trying to provide more detailed instructions 
where needed. 


After a final inspection of the dining room, its round table laden with gleaming crystal and 
china, Genya declared it was time for them both to dress. 


“Aleksander suggested I order a few dress options for you to choose from, but I knew we 
would be short on time, so I just picked one. Hope you don’t mind.” 


In truth, choosing her own dress might have been fun and losing the opportunity was 
disappointing. After a week of nonstop decision fatigue, though, Alina found herself grateful 
not to have to make the selection. 


The garment bag waiting in her dressing room held an off-shoulder column gown, cut from 
an iridescent lapis silk. It was the most beautiful article of clothing she had ever seen, but as 
soon as she put it on it became clear that it was also the most uncomfortable garment she had 
ever worn. The waist cinched her so tightly that she was uncertain how she would eat, and 
the skirt was cut just narrow enough to inhibit her usual stride. Combined with stilettos and 
an updo full of hairpins, the overall effect was one of magnificent discomfort. Alina loved 
and hated it in equal measure. 


Her final glance in the mirror was interrupted by a knock at the dressing room door. Genya, 
resplendent in a gown of rose-gold sequins that looked like armor, swung it open to reveal 
Aleksander. His hair was slicked back, and he wore an impeccable tuxedo. Alina found it 
difficult not to stare. 


“You both look magnificent.” 


“Of course we do!” Genya laughed, before Alina could offer her sheepish thanks. “Now, have 
you brought the treasures?” 


“But of course. Alina, Genya suggested that you might like some jewelry to go with the 
dress.” 


“Oh, I was just going to wear my pearls.” 


Both Aleksander and Genya chuckled at this, and Alina recoiled slightly. She knew her 
fashion sense was inadequate for her new position, but she resented that the fact caused 
others amusement. 


At her awkward silence, the smile fled from Aleksander’s face. He reached for her hand. 
“We’re not laughing at you, Alina. Your lack of pretension is honestly refreshing. We’re 


charmed by it.” 


He held out a flat red box and flipped it open one-handed. “I think these might compliment 
your dress better than the pearls, though.” 


Alina actually failed to breathe for an alarming moment. The box held a set of jewelry, 
intricate patterns of emerald, sapphire, and diamond. She refused to imagine how much it 
might have cost. 


“Aleksander,” she whispered, fingers hovering over the box, “I can’t possibly wear these.” 
“Of course you can. They’ll suit you beautifully.” 
“What if I lose them? Or break them?” 


“Tf you break them, we’ll have them repaired. If you lose them, they’re insured. Nothing to 
worry about either way. You’re not even taking them out of the house.” 


She felt Genya’s hand at her back. “You really will look wonderful, Alina.” 
She nodded slowly. “Ok.” 


Both of her companions smiled, and Genya reached around her to lift out the necklace and 
loop it around her neck. Alina turned back towards the mirror as she threaded the earrings 
through. The dress on its own was pretty, but would have permitted her to blend into the 
background. The jewels made her look like a walking museum exhibit, demanding attention. 
She wondered if this was how Cinderella felt, robed in magic and thrust into a world where 
she did not belong. Fairy tales, it turned out, were uncomfortable to inhabit. 


Genya finished clasping the necklace and bracelet for her, then stood behind her and 
squeezed her shoulders with a smile. 


“You look beautiful, Alina, and this is going to be a triumph for you. You'll see.” 
Alina clasped one of her hands with a tight smile. 


Genya was responsible for greeting guests at the door, while Alina remained near Aleksander 
on the rooftop to ensure that the pre-dinner drink service ran smoothly. She had expected to 
lurk, consulting the caterers where necessary, but Aleksander instead thrust a drink into her 
hand and insisted on introducing her to each guest as they arrived. 


The first few were all employees of Aleksander: Tamar and Tolya Yul-Bataar, apparently 
siblings, who both worked in upper level management and who possessed the same 
devastating smile; David Kostyk, an engineer who was, according to Aleksander, responsible 
for some of the company’s most valuable intellectual property; Elizaveta Rosen, the CFO, a 
black-clad, red-lipped stereotype of the female executive, whose every gesture bespoke a 
controlled ferocity. Alina got the sense that the woman disliked her, though the impression 
could be attributed to no particular action or comment. Elizaveta stationed herself at 
Aleksander’s right hand and remained there determinedly, gripping a martini and nodding 
along with everything he said. 


Then the Lantsovs appeared. Peter Lantsov was a red-faced man, puffing for air after a six 
story climb. When introduced, he completed a rapid yet somehow leering perusal of her 
figure and then turned back to Aleksander, disinterest evident to all. His wife, alarmingly 
slender and dripping with diamonds, asked Alina about her necklace, smirked at her vague 
answer while glancing between her and Aleksander, and turned away without any excuse. 
Both of his sons, however, seemed interested in speaking with her. The elder, Vasily, stood 
slightly too close and smirked when she spoke of her writing. Nikolai, by contrast, proved 
just as charming as every gossip column claimed, listening intently when she spoke of her 
work and bantering lightly about the peculiarities of New Yorkers. When the time came for 
dinner, he passed her his card and told her to text him if she ever wanted to grab a drink. 
Alina could not wait to hear how loud Zoya would scream when she found out. 


As the guests trooped down the stairs to dinner, Aleksander held back, stalling Alina with a 
hand on her elbow. Elizaveta lingered at the top of the stairs, waiting for him with a pinched 
expression. 


“Alina,” he murmured, “What did Nik want?” 


“Oh, nothing. Just offered to meet for drinks. Why, should I have been discussing anything in 
particular with him?” 


“No. No matter. He’s just a bit of a flirt, so I wanted to make sure he wasn’t giving you a hard 
time.” 


She laughed at that. “Not at all. He was perfectly pleasant. But thanks for asking.” 


Aleksander did not laugh, but he nodded, one side of his mouth quirking upward, then guided 
her towards the stairs with a hand at her back. Elizaveta delayed him with some confidential 
question, a vaguely apologetic and wholly false smile dismissing Alina. Chuckling slightly at 
the woman’s territorial behavior, she made her way down the stairs. 


The guests had already found their places, and she slipped into her seat between David 
Kostyk and Vasily Lantsov as inconspicuously as possible. The round table lent a sense of 
intimacy to the evening, eighteen guests all able to see one another but forced to converse in 
quiet voices with their neighbors. Aleksander entered with Elizaveta clinging to his arm and 
seated her ceremoniously before standing behind his own chair, across the table from Alina. 
He raised the glass of white wine which had already been poured in anticipation of the soup 
course. 


“Welcome, dear friends, to this intimate celebration of a new and promising partnership. On 
behalf of Morozova Industries, I wish to express my excitement at the prospect of a renewed 
cooperation with Lantsov Holdings and my gratitude to Peter for the opportunity. Together, I 
believe we can reach new heights of innovation and industry dominance. To our bright future 
together!” 


All raised their glasses, and Lantsov’s voice boomed out “Hear, hear!”’Aleksander took a sip 
of his wine, but he did not sit, and he raised his glass again as the jovial chatter quieted. 


“Tonight is also an opportunity to celebrate changes within Morozova Industries. I would be 
remiss if I did not thank my inestimable Executive Assistant, Miss Genya Safin, for her work 
in planning this gathering. But I must also express my appreciation to our new Executive 
Social Coordinator, Alina Starkova, who started her position this week and jumped in the 
deep end to make this evening such a success. We’re lucky to have her. Cheers.” 


The response was less raucous this time, but all politely raised their glasses once again. Alina 
nodded in acknowledgment with a self-consciousness that bordered on irrational guilt. Could 
they all see already that she didn’t belong? Were they kind only because Aleksander 
demanded they be? Her dress pinched at her waist, and for a moment she felt panicked at the 
prospect of eating seven courses. A controlled breath, high in her ribcage, settled her, and she 
took another fortifying sip of wine. 


As the first course was served, Vasily turned to her and asked, in a curious conspiring tone, 
“So, Executive Social Coordinator. What does that entail?” 


Alina tried to smile around her mouthful of soup. “I’m still sorting that out, to be honest. 
Mostly event planning, overseeing the household, that sort of thing.” His smirk suggested 
that some smarmy remark might be forthcoming, so she hurried to add, “What do you do for 
your father’s company?” 


“Oh, a bit of this, bit of that. I manage a few contracts, wine and dine prospective clients. 
People are more eager to sign on after a bit of attention from the boss’ son, you know?” 


“I’m sure. Is that your favorite part of the job?” 
“Well, who doesn’t like a night out, right? Has Morozova taken you anywhere yet?” 


“Mr. Morozova has been very busy with this merger. He certainly wouldn’t have time to take 
me out.” 


“More fool he. If you worked for me, I’d have taken you out every night. Thanked you 
properly for your services.” 


“I’ve been quite busy planning this event, and I don’t particularly enjoy evenings out.” 


“Nonsense. You can’t have experienced the scene properly yet. What are you doing tomorrow 
night?” 


Staying far away from you would not be a socially acceptable answer, unfortunately. 


“T’ll be catching up on my writing,” she said, then turned quickly towards Mr. Kostyk so that 
she wouldn’t have to respond to Vasily’s bemused, “Oh, so she’s a writer!” 


Fortunately, David, as he asked to be called, was an undemanding conversationalist. A couple 
of polite questions, and he was off on a monologue about his current project, something 
incomprehensible to do with renewable energy. Clearly communications was not the man’s 
area of expertise, but she found his unapologetic use of jargon charming. Perhaps she could 
replicate it in a story. 


Alas, when the main courses arrived, David lapsed into silence, and her attention was claimed 
by a less pleasant interlocutor. Elizaveta’s seat was just on the other side of Vasily, and she 
seemed determined not to let Alina eat in peace. 


“So, tell me Miss Starkova, where our Aleksander found you?” Her tone suggested that 
Aleksander might have picked her up out of some city dumpster. 


“He spoke at the university where I worked. I coordinated his visit, and he offered me a 
position before leaving.” 


“Well, clearly you did something to impress him. You must be quite the wonder girl.” 
“T like to think I’m decent at my job.” 


“Have you always wanted to plan events, Miss Star?” Tatiana Lantsov put in from Elizaveta’s 
left. 


“Tt’s Starkova. And no. I’m a fiction writer. Coordinating events pays the bills.” She realized 
that her tone sounded dismissive and that others were listening to her. “But I’m really 
enjoying working for Morozova Industries so far. This is a lot more fun than my previous 
job.” 


“Yes. Fun.” Tatiana was either unaccomplished at feigning a smile, or highly adept at overt 
condescension. “Well, I’m sure you’ll catch on to the level of sophistication required by our 
circle in time.” 


“I’m sure I will. In the meantime, I’m very grateful for Genya’s impeccable taste.” 


Something turned sour in Tatiana’s expression at that, and she directed her attention towards 
her other seat mate. Elizaveta offered a perfunctory nod and turned back to her steak. 


As the last of the guests made their excuses to Aleksander and slipped away, Alina could not 
repress her sigh of relief. She fell backward onto one of the too-deep living room sofas, 
leaning her head against the back and closing her eyes. A moment or an hour later, a deep 
chuckle brought her back to the present. Aleksander stood in the doorway, smiling warmly at 
her, two steaming mugs in his hands. 


“Tea?” 

“Yes, please.” 

He took a seat next to her, not quite pressed against her side, releasing his own contented 
sigh. For a moment, they both sipped at their tea, eyes fixed on the opposite wall. Then he 


twisted towards her. 


“You were wonderful this evening. The Lantsovs can be wretched, but you handled them like 
a pro.” 


“Really?” she asked, and instantly despised how her tone begged for validation. Rushing to 
head off any empty reassurance, she added, “I’m afraid I was a bit short with Vasily.” 


“The only way to be with Vasily, truly.” At this, she could only laugh. 
“He was truly awful. Very convinced I was sleeping with you.” 
“Asshole.” 

“Unquestionably.” 


She locked eyes with him, and laughter fled. All at once, she felt terribly exhausted and 
exposed, reliving the night they first met, when he had rejected her kiss. Insupportable, that 
this warm, generous, inhumanly handsome man wanted nothing from her. The warmth of his 
eyes reopened a wound, and the unhomeliness of this grand house with its bright, beautiful 
residents crashed down upon her. She looked away. 


“T had better get to sleep. I’m sure Genya will want to discuss gala planning in the morning.” 
He rested a hand on her forearm, and she could feel his eyes on the side of her face. 
“Tomorrow’s Saturday, Alina. You should rest.” 

“Oh! I just assumed, with all the overtime this week.” She looked up again to see him frown. 
“I’m sorry—we’ ve placed unreasonable demands on you this week.” 

“No need for apologies. I know this event was important.” 

“Your sanity is also important.” 

“Well, Pll certainly enjoy sleeping in tomorrow.” 

“Good.” His smile had returned. He stood, holding out a hand to help her up. His grip 
lingered, as if he did not wish to let go. But after a moment he dropped his arm and wished 


her a good night. 


She climbed the stairs, stripped off her dress and jewels with less care than they deserved, 
and threw herself into bed without washing her face. As she lay there, bone weary, 
Aleksander’s smile lingered in her mind. Sleep found her only when the pre-dawn haze 
softened the shadows of the city’s constant artificial light. 
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She slept late on Saturday, woke gently to the golden light of a spring morning. She washed 
her face in warm water, wound her hair into a bun, pulled on leggings and an oversized 
sweater that she had loved for years. The kitchen was empty when she made it downstairs, 
but Fedyor had left a smoothie for her in the fridge, labelled “Alina” with a little heart over 
the “1” like a middle school girl’s notebook. She laughed, as he must have known she would. 


Sipping her breakfast in silence at the kitchen island, she resisted the impulse to check her 
phone. If Genya or Aleksander were trying to contact her, she didn’t want to know. She had 
been promised the weekends off, and she would not run the risk of losing part of the day to 
work. 


Leaving the empty glass in the dishwasher, she purloined two cookies and a packet of 
almonds and tiptoed towards the front door. Silencing her steps was perhaps melodramatic, 
but she felt rather like a child playing hooky from school. Slipping out the front door 
undetected gave her a thrill that she knew was irrational but reveled in nonetheless. Standing 
on the sidewalk, she checked her pockets: keys, credit card, phone—silenced, notebook, pen. 
She practically skipped the few blocks to Central Park, enjoying the warmth of the sun on her 
skin and the lightness of this temporary reprieve from responsibility. 


She wandered the park at random until she grew hungry and found a bench with a 
picturesque pond view (which pond she could not say) to sit on as she devoured her snack. 
Brushing the crumbs from her hands, she withdrew her notebook and pen and tried to capture 
in as vivid detail as possible the scene before her—the steel mirror of the water beneath the 
winter sky, the dead leaves occluding its edges, the slowly melting iced nestled along its 
rocky banks. 


Eventually she grew restless and rose to continue her wandering. A few minutes later, she 
found herself on the steps of the Met, and without pausing to deliberate she entered. If she 
had still been working her previous job, she might have hesitated at the ticket price, but she 
realized now with some delight that it was well within her budget. 


Knowing little of the collection, she followed her habit in any museum and sought out the 
Impressionists. This proved sufficient to happily absorb her for a couple of hours, at which 
point she stopped in the museum cafe for a late lunch. She emerged into the winter chill still 
light of foot, vowing to herself to return someday soon. 


As the afternoon waned towards evening, she began to feel a slight twinge of guilt for her 
complete incommunicativeness. She at last pulled out her phone, breathing a sigh of relief 
when she saw only a few texts on the lock screen. 


ZOYA: How was the party? Do I need to fly out there to take care of your boss yet? 


FEDYOR: Hope ur enjoying ur Saturday! *Smiley; sun; smiley* Dinner is at 7. Homemade 
pasta and tiramisu!!! 


GENYA: Good work last night. We should finalize the guest list for the gala on Monday. 
Invitations need to go out as soon as they sign the merger. Get some rest this weekend! 


She could not help but smile at how utterly characteristic each message was of the sender. 
Choosing to leave Genya on read for the moment, she sent Fedyor a quick “Sounds great!” 
and then called Zoya. She picked up on the fourth ring with a breathless, “Hey!” 


“Hey, did I catch you on a run?” Zoya possessed that inexplicable midwestern ability to 
maintain her jogging habits even in the dead of winter. Alina did not envy her, but she 
frequently felt slothful by comparison. 


“Your timing is perfect. Just cooling off now. How did it go last night?” 


“Ok, I think. The millionaires are about as awful as you’d expect, but at least my coworkers 
are mostly nice.” 


“That’s something.” 

“Guess who I met though?” 

“Tina Fey.” 

“T wish. I don’t think Morozova is cool enough to be friends with Tina Fey.” 
“He’s too pretty to also be cool.” 

“Can’t argue with that.” 

“So who did you meet.” 


“Nikolai Lantsov.” 


Zoya’s response might have had communicative value for a bird of prey, but it bore no 
resemblance to intelligible human speech. Through a wicked grin, Alina added, “He asked 
me to get a drink with him sometime.” 


“And you said, ‘Yes please how’s tomorrow?’” 
“T didn’t say anything. He’s a huge flirt, but I’m not sure it’s worth the time.” 


“Clearly I need to come there and murder you instead of your boss. If you’re going to brush 
off Nikolai, at least have the decency to show him several flattering pictures of me and give 
him my number.” 


“T shall do so at the first opportunity.” 


“Which is to say you’ll mention your friend Zoya in passing and not press the issue. I’m 
pricing plane tickets when I get home.” 


“Please do. I miss you!” 


“T seriously am thinking of coming for a visit. Do you think Morozova would let me stay in 
that absurd house?” 


“T could ask. I don’t see why not.” 


“Well, it wouldn’t be until May or so. I'll let you know once I’ve confirmed my vacation 
days.” 


“That would be so great.” 
“So tell me more about these awful millionaires.” 


A blow-by-blow description of the evening kept Alina occupied until she reached the doors 
of the townhouse. She ended the call with an affectionate farewell and renewed urging for 
Zoya to come visit. She felt closer to her friend now than she ever had when they worked on 
the same campus. It seemed more meaningful to choose to call someone distant than to drop 
by their desk a few times a week. She was grateful to have a willing ear to help her process 
this entire strange experience. Zoya would have made more of this opportunity than Alina 
possibly could. Zoya would probably have had Aleksander and Nikolai dueling for her 
affections within a few weeks of arrival—or else kept a completely professional distance 
from her boss, which Alina so far seemed incapable of. If only Aleksander were not quite so 
warm and inquisitive, she might have more hope of conquering her crush on him. The entire 
situation was bewildering—tangled and too good to be true. She liked her co-workers, in 
spite of their tendency to overwhelm her. But she was not certain how to trust them, or how 
to trust the good fortune that had so forcefully transformed her life. 


She slipped back into the house, feeling a weight descend as she did so. It was not entirely 
unpleasant—the burden of this new life mixed with the excitement of potentially running into 
Aleksander and the anticipation of a delicious evening meal with Fedyor and Ivan. But the 
complexity of her situation and her feelings weighed heavier after a few carefree hours. 


Heaving a sigh as she climbed the stairs, she resolved to be grateful for the time to herself. It 
had been exactly what she needed to face the work week with renewed purpose and self- 
possession. 


The decadence of her current living situation made her feel vaguely guilty for coming down 
to dinner in her yoga pants. It felt like she ought to don an evening gown each night, or at 
least change into her work clothes. But she did not wish to disrupt her placid humor by 
abandoning her comfortable clothes and fussing with makeup, nor did she want to risk the 
mortification of arriving over-dressed. 


Fortunately, when she returned to the kitchen, she found Fedyor and Ivan both wearing jeans, 
Fedyor laughing at something his husband had said. Fedyor had insisted to Alina on several 
occasions that Ivan was hilarious, but she had yet to see any evidence of the fact. The man 
seemed determine to restrict conversations to a series of monosyllables. 


“Alina!” Fedyor cried, the ebullience in his voice suggesting that he might have sampled 
more than a little of the wine he was cooking with. She could smell the tang of lemon from 
the bubbling pan of mushroom sauce. Thick ribbons of homemade pappardelle lay in golden 
mounds on a baking sheet, waiting to be added to the simmering liquid. 


“Fedyor!” she cried in response, happiness overflowing into a wide smile. She had faked 
many smiles that week; it felt good to grin genuinely. 


“How was your day, Sunshine?” 
“Lovely! I went to Central Park, wrote for a while, visited the Met.” 


“Sounds divine. So cultured, visiting museums on your day off. Vanya, when was the last 
time we went to a museum?” 


“Last month, Fedya.” 
“Right! That gallery opening Morozova dragged us to. Do involuntary museum visits count?” 
“Yes.” 


“Well, last month, then. Anyway, tell me all about the dinner party! I thought about hanging 
out in the apartment to eavesdrop, but I had a prior appointment with a sheet mask and a 
glass of Shiraz.” 


“That sounds like a nicer evening, honestly. Dinner went well, though it wasn’t as good as 
your cooking.” 


“Of course not. And the guests?” 
“T had a nice chat with David Kostyk.” 


“By which you mean he gave you a lecture on a topic you didn’t understand.” 


“Correct.” 
“And the Lantsovs?” 
“They seem like... colorful characters.” 


“By which you mean Peter and Vasily are inebriate lechers and Tatiana is a diamond- 
encrusted nightmare.” 


Alina paused, then replied with a thin smile, “Nikolai seems nice?” 
Even Ivan chuckled at so damning an assessment. 


“Nikolai,” declared Fedyor, “is nothing but trouble—but the most delightful sort of trouble. 
Everyone should experience it once.” 


“T suppose II] taking him up on that invitation to drinks, then.” 


“Of course you must!” A grunt from Ivan drained some of Fedyor’s enthusiasm. “That is—if 
you really want to. Maybe we can all go out together one evening.” 


Alina glanced between them, uncertain what Ivan was objecting to. After a moment, she 
shrugged. “That could be fun.” 


“Wonderful. Let me know when you set a date.” 


“What are we setting a date for?” Alina straightened as Aleksander’s deep voice sounded 
from the doorway. 


“Getting drinks with Nikolai Lantsov,” Fedyor replied airily. 
“Oh, did you and Nik set a date, Alina?” 


She finds herself staring at her shoes, a reaction she instantly despises. Straightening her 
spine, she turns fully and looks into his eyes, affecting a careless smile. 


“No, I haven’t texted him yet. Fedyor and I were just discussing all going out as a group.” 


She noticed his shoulders drop slightly, then lost herself admiring their breadth in his black t- 
shirt. She came back to herself with a shake of her head when Fedyor shoved a glass of white 
wine into her hand. Then she noticed, to her horror, that Aleksander had observed her staring. 
A smirk lingered at the corners of his mouth, which grew into a smile as she darted her eyes 
back up to his face. He turned briskly and gestured her towards the table. 


Fedyor liked to serve dinners family style, and so the steaming dish of pasta took pride of 
place at the table, alongside a green salad and a snowy mountain of freshly grated parmesan. 
Aleksander reached for Alina’s plate to serve her first, and she eagerly accepted a generous 
serving of pasta which she buried in cheese. Fedyor was a culinary genius, but even his work 
was improved by copious amounts of cheese. 


Before taking a bite, Aleksander raised his glass. “To Alina’s triumphant debut! She survived 
multiple catering disasters, sick musicians, and the Lantsovs. A triumph indeed!” 


Fedyor was the first to clink his glass with Alina’s, and she could not help but laugh. In truth, 
it had been a rough week, but somehow it felt humorous and manageable now, with a glass of 
wine in her hand and Aleksander smiling at her. Surely, things could only get better from 
here. 


They passed an hour in lively conversation. Eventually, Fedyor somehow got Aleksander and 
Ivan arguing about the ethics of mountaineering. Both men, it turned out, had summitted 
Everest. Alina felt she somehow should have guessed. Of course Aleksander Morozova 
would have climbed Mount Everest. Of course Ivan would never have permitted his boss to 
go alone. But the two had widely varying views on who should be allowed to climb the 
mountain. Aleksander was of the opinion that whoever could handle the altitude and pay the 
permit fees should be allowed to climb; gatekeeping the mountain would be bad for the 
Nepalese economy and also unfair. Ivan, by contrast, thought that commercial expeditions 
should be banned entirely, and seemed to consider bottled oxygen a form of cheating. Alina, 
who had passed her life in pancake-flat portions of the Midwest, had scarcely ever seen a 
mountain, let alone climbed one. Their spirited debate seemed to her a window into a world 
she would never experience, full of danger and heroism and hard-won wisdom. Still, by the 
end she felt grateful to be safely ensconced in a luxurious home in New York City and not 
experiencing the various miseries of high-altitude mountaineering. 


Eventually, Aleksander had to make a call, and so they bid each other good night. Fedyor 
refused to let Alina help with dishes, shoving her towards the stairs with a last glass of wine. 
Closing her bedroom door with a happy sigh, she decided to run herself a bath before going 
to bed early. She drifted to sleep swiftly and easily, thinking only what a perfect day it had 
been. 


She wakes to a text from Genya. 
G: Morning, sweetie! Go to the spa with me this afternoon? 


She hesitated for a moment, worried that Genya might turn such an ostensibly relaxing 
activity into a pretext for more work, or at least for reciting another binder full of information 
about the company. But in spite of the redhead’s intensity and occasional condescension, 
Alina respected her and wanted to be her friend. So she texted back an affirmative, and 
swiftly received Genya’s promise to pick her up at 1. 


With several quiet hours ahead, she padded downstairs in pajamas and slippers, made coffee, 
and sat with her laptop at the kitchen island. As she sipped her drink, she pecked away at a 
new chapter of her novel, trying to let words flow through her fingers without excessive 
interference from her brain. 


She lost track of time for a while, as her words flowed freely for the first time in weeks. Only 
when she added the final period to the chapter draft did she glance up at the corner of her 
screen to notice it was already 11:30. Time to eat before dressing for this spa date. 


Just as she was sliding off her stool, the squeak of sneakers on the marble floor announced 
Aleksander’s arrival. He wore another black t-shirt with sweats, his hair slightly rumpled and 
falling in his face. His eyes were fixed on his phone, brows furrowed, but as he glanced up 
and noticed her, a smile overtook his face. 


“Good morning, Alina.” 

“Good morning, Aleksander.” 

His eyes darted to her laptop, and he frowned again. “You’re not working, are you?” 
“Oh, no. Getting some writing done. I haven’t done any work this weekend.” 


“Good. I know some chaos last week was unavoidable, but we promised you relatively 
flexible hours. Please speak up if we fail to make good on those promises.” 


“T will. Thank you.” 


“Of course. So,” he said, crossing to the fridge and sticking his head inside, “have you taken 
a break from your writing long enough to eat anything?” 


“No. I was just about to make something.” 

“T was going to make grilled cheese. Would you like one?” 

“Oh, you don’t have to—* 

He turned back to lock eyes with her. “Alina. Would you like one?” 
“Yes, please.” 


She sat down and closed her laptop, eyes still fixed on him as he bustled about, heating the 
pan and staging ingredients. Thirsting after her boss was inappropriate—not to mention 
certain to make her life more difficult. Yet she could not prevent herself from tracing the line 
of his shoulders beneath his tight shirt, the way his joggers clung to the curve of his ass. She 
was so fixated that it took her a moment to realize he was still talking. 


“Sorry, what was that?” 


He smiled at her over his shoulder before turning back to the stove. “I was asking what you 
were writing.” 


“Oh. Drafting a new chapter of my novel.” 
“The fantasy novel?” 

“Yes—how did you—* 

“You mentioned it the night we first met.” 


“Td forgotten.” 


“T found our conversation quite memorable.” She was grateful he was not facing her to see 
her blush at that. Instead, he continued, “Would you tell me more about it?” 


And so she did. In between bites of a truly decadent grilled cheese sandwich, she spoke of 
her premise, a blend of Norse mythology and British faerie lore, set during the English 
enlightenment. Finding the tone and the right historical detail was proving daunting, but the 
idea enchanted her. Her main character, a merchant’s daughter determined to become an 
alchemist, was a whole and vibrant personality in her mind, and she wanted to capture in 
words the mystery of the Other Worlds and her character’s adventures within them. 


Aleksander listened eagerly, asking questions about her research and plot details and where 
her ideas came from. She felt like a plant in dry soil, eagerly drinking in the water of his 
attention. 


Since their first encounter, Alina had managed to convince herself that she was not besotted 
with her new employer. She knew she was attracted to him; she admitted that she had some 
feelings for him; but she had firmly believed that those emotions were under her control and 
would pass if they interacted in a solely professional context. Then she moved into his house 
and started working at his company. Now she was completely out of her depth, and she found 
his calming presence a life raft. Resisting his beauty and charm might prove impossible in 
such circumstances. She wondered if she ought to be worried about that. 


Then she set the thought aside and simply enjoyed his company until she had to go prepare 
for her outing with Genya. 
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Genya did try to inundate Alina with work when she first picked her up in yet another 
chauffeured town car. 


“So, we should talk about the final revisions to the guest list—“ 


Feeling unusually confident after her conversation with Aleksander, Alina held up a hand. 
“Genya, I’m looking forward to working on that tomorrow. But I’ve already put in overtime 
this past week, and I need a peaceful afternoon before we dive back in. Can we focus on 
enjoying the spa and talking about anything but work?” 


Genya’s usual rigid posture deflated and she sighed audibly. 

“T’ve been a nightmare this week, haven’t I?” 

“T’ve had a lot to learn, and you’ve been really helpful.” 

“No, no, I’ve been firehosing you.” 

“A little.” Alina felt guilty now, but a modicum of honesty was necessary. 


“I’m sorry. Obviously, there’s lots of information to pass on. Mostly, though, I’m just excited 
to have the help. I’ve spent so much time overseeing the event staff in the past that it makes 
my day-to-day work with Mr. Morozova almost impossible.” 


“You seem to manage it all so well!” 


“Well, ’m miraculously efficient and highly competent.” 


They both laughed. Alina felt like her blood pressure had eased substantially over the course 
of their conversation. Perhaps next week would go a bit better now that they could 
communicate more honestly. 


Genya turned the conversation to the dizzying array of treatment options available at their 
destination. Alina conveyed, to her relief and Genya’s satisfaction, that she would be happy 
with whatever Genya thought necessary. The result was five hours of absurdly decadent 
pampering in a hyper-calming atmosphere. Alina felt more than a little ridiculous at various 
points, sinking into a mud bath or having her hands dipped in paraffin wax. But she had to 
confess, after a facial and a gloriously thorough massage, and a long discussion of Genya’s 
labyrinthine feelings regarding one David Kostyk while they were both getting mani-pedis, 
that she could not recall ever being more relaxed. Genya, of course, had only hummed in 
satisfaction before sweeping her off home again for dinner. 


Monday, as predicted, brought a deluge of gala details which Alina had to learn and then pass 
judgment upon. The event planning staff were handling research on venues, musicians, 
caterers, and other vendors, but Alina was expected to make the final selections. 


She still felt that most of her decisions were really requests for permission from Genya, who 
seemed to possess an internal database of exhaustive information regarding trends and 
previous society functions. Each aspect of the event had to conform to current fashions while 
still giving the impression of novelty. Recapitulating what had been done before was not 
acceptable. 


Privately, Alina thought that company galas were inevitably indistinguishable and worrying 
about the right sort of flowers or which ballroom in which major landmark would be suitable 
was a waste of time. She did not dare express this to Genya. Alina’s own priorities were more 
general and frequently bemused Genya: Did the caterers use local and sustainable 
ingredients? (“That’s a great idea, Alina. Let’s not make too much of a production of it on the 
night, though. Farm-to-table is a bit overdone these days.”’) Could they perhaps serve less 
meat, or an all vegetarian menu? (“That makes us look stingy, Alina.”) Could the vegetarian 
option at least taste good? (“Obviously.”) Beyond the food, she really had no particular 
vision. 


Had it been entirely up to her, she would have held the event somewhere interesting—a zoo, 
aquarium, library. Basically anywhere an introvert could find entertainment and avoid 
socializing, in other words. Genya objected that these locations would make guests feel like 
they were on a class trip and vetoed them out of hand. At last, they agreed upon one of the 
many interchangeable ballrooms in an interchangeable high rise hotel. The food, at least, 
would be delicious, and they had booked both a string quartet and a band. Alina rarely had an 
excuse to dance and was rather looking forward to it. Little by little, the finer details were 
falling into place. 


Her workweek had taken on a more manageable form as well. She spent a full day in the 
office on Mondays and half days from Tuesday to Thursday. The rest of the time, she kept her 
phone on in case her staff needed input urgently, but otherwise she was free to write or 
explore the city at her leisure. 


Genya had also given her the contact information for several interior designers whom she 
might hire to redecorate Aleksander’s sitting room. Alina rejected the original decorator out 
of hand, given how stark and unwelcoming the space had ended up. The other contacts 
likewise seemed not to understand her simple desires for the space: a balance of elegance and 
comfort which could welcome guests. They submitted ideas that were either aggressively 
modern or practically rococo. Three weeks of receiving disappointing proposals had her 
ready to throw over the whole business, but at last Tamar came to her rescue. Alina 
complained to her one morning when they were both taking advantage of the snack bar. 


“Every design has looked both pretentious and uncomfortable. How do these people get paid 
so much?” 


“Most of the time, fashion is not about being comfortable.” 


At this remark, Alina could not help but scan pointedly from Tamar’s flat ankle boots to her 
outrageously chic leather jacket and close-cropped hair. The manager shot her a mischievous 
grin. “There are always exceptions.” 


“Apparently.” 


“No, seriously. And when it comes to home decor, I know someone who might be able to 
help you. Nina Zenik. She did my apartment. She’s all about local craftsmanship and livable 
spaces. Very eclectic, but in a polished way. Let me give you her contact info. I think you’ll 
like her—she’s hysterical.” 


“Yes. Please. She sounds perfect.” 


Nina was, indeed, perfect. Unlike every other decorator Alina had spoken with, Nina put her 
immediately at ease over the phone (no small feat), and her initial vision boards were 
compelling enough that Alina invited her over to view the space. 


The woman arrived laden down with a portfolio and a box of doughnuts. “I would have 
brought waffles, but they don’t travel well,” were her first words when Alina answered the 
doorbell. Unsure how to answer this, Alina surveyed the woman. Nina was tall and 
curvaceous, energy bubbling over even when she was silent. She wore a deep burgundy 
cashmere sweater and boyfriend jeans—terribly casual by the standards of her peers, but 
flattering and inviting. Tamar was right. Alina immediately liked her. After plating the 
pastries and making cups of coffee, the two processed upstairs to view the sitting room. 


“Well this is godawful,” Nina declared as soon as they reached the doorway. 
“T know, right?” 

“Is your boss committed to keeping the grand piano?” 

“T think so?” 


‘How about the chandelier?” 


“T hope not. Pll ask.” 


“Yeah, the chandelier has to go. Let’s find out about the piano. It’s beautiful, but it takes up a 
quarter of the room and makes it feel like a hotel lobby.” 


“T agree.” 


“Well, for the moment, let’s assume it stays. I’d like to keep the furniture a little more 
coherent and welcoming. The previous decorator tried too hard to be modern by mixing 
incongruous styles. The side tables and the wingback chairs are nice, we can keep those if 
you like. But definitely a new sofa, and I think we should change the curtains to a warmer 
color.” 


“And hopefully we can get some new paintings in here? The ones in the rest of the house are 
beautiful, but these are... maybe too sophisticated for me? But they look like they came from 
IKEA.” 


Nina laughed and flung an arm around her neck. “I’m so glad we understand each other. 
They’re the worst. A landscape would be so much better—not too antique or heavy, but 
something to open up the space. Let me see what I can find.” 


Alina was unsurprised when Nina’s final proposal looked absolutely perfect. She signed the 
contract eagerly, itching to see Aleksander’s response to the finished product. 


The merger did not go through until a month after the dinner party. Lantsov had raised some 
last minute objection, resulting in a stand-off that delayed proceedings by at least two weeks 
past the anticipated signing date. As a result, Alina and her whole staff had to scramble to re- 
book the venue and their vendors so that the invitations could give the guests an acceptable 
amount of notice. Once again, Alina was amazed at how Aleksander Morozova’s name could 
smooth over difficulties. The hotel found a magical vacancy in their schedule, the caterers 
rearranged their commitments, and the musicians remained almost pathetically grateful for 
the opportunity. Nonetheless, it was a great deal of effort to make certain that every detail had 
been adjusted and would be in place on the day. 


She was at her desk the Wednesday after the merger, checking the seating chart against a long 
email of notes from Genya when a knock sounded at her office door. 


“Come in!” 

The door swung open, and Elizaveta stepped inside, closing it behind her. 

“Oh, Elizaveta. How are you?” 

The woman smiled thinly, stopping in front of the desk without offering a response. 
“T have some people I need you to add to the guest list.” 


“Okay. How many?” 


“T’ll have my assistant email you a list.” 
“That would be fine, but it would be helpful to know now—* 
Elizaveta’s smile widened, and she placed her palms on Alina’s desk and leaned forward. 


“Here’s the thing. I don’t care about helping you. Aleksander might have given you an 
outrageously generous contract, and an office next door to his, and a room in his house, but 
that doesn’t mean you deserve it or that you matter to this company. You’re just his little toy, 
and when he’s finished with you, this will all go away. I’m the CFO of this company, and if I 
say you need to add people to the guest list, you will do it. Am I understood?” 


Alina refused to break eye contact, even if she could not find any grounds to argue. “Yes, 
Elizaveta.” 


“We’re not on a first name basis. You can call me Ms. Rosen. My assistant will send you the 
list when she has time.” 


“Yes, Ms. Rosen,” she murmured as Elizaveta stormed out the door. 


Alina stared blankly at the seating chart for a long moment, trying to discern how she felt. 
Her first impulse was to cry, whether from anger or embarrassment she was uncertain. Her 
second impulse was to brush the encounter off completely. People were sometimes 
unpleasant, especially powerful people. And although Elizaveta’s words had pinpointed one 
of Alina’s concerns—that she didn’t deserve this position, that she was only here because 
Aleksander found her somehow amusing—she realized that the words themselves had not 
hurt her. At the very least, she was doing her work reasonably well and accumulating a 
plethora of new experiences while saving money for the first time in her life. It if all 
vanished, she would land on her feet. 


She decided that frustration was the best response. Elizaveta had disrupted her seating chart 
and done so quite rudely. She would vent to Genya or Fedyor later and move on. 


In the midst of this mundane turbulence, Alina had barely seen her employer. She surmised 
that Lantsov’s quibbles had created a great deal of extra work for Aleksander, such that he 
left for the office before dawn each morning and did not return until well after dinner. 
Occasionally, she would cross paths with him in the kitchenette at work or the library at 
home. His smile on those occasions was genuine but less brilliant than usual. Once or twice 
she brought him tea purely out of concern. Though she suspected that she was not brewing it 
to his specifications, he took each cup from her hands with a look of wonder. She worried for 
him and wished she knew better ways to care for him. Now that event plans were steadily 
coming together, her days felt long and occasionally too quiet, and she knew his presence 
would bring both companionship and a constant thrill of excitement. But he was clearly an 
outrageously busy man, and her position could not justify taking up much of his time. She 
needed to focus on completing her work as effectively as possible, in hopes that the end result 
might do justice to his effort in this merger. 


Meanwhile, she found herself a bit at loose ends. Genya was terribly busy assisting 
Aleksander, and Fedyor and Ivan only ate dinner with her a few nights a week. Zoya was her 
only other friend, really, and they could scarcely talk on the phone every day. She had lots of 
time to write, therefore, but less motivation to do so. 


Thus it was something of a relief when Nikolai texted her just after the merger went through 
to inquire about a night out. She had meant to follow up with him but hadn’t found the time 
as she settled into her rhythms at home and at the office. 


N: Hey, it’s Nik, how ru? 

A: I’m pretty good. You? 

N: Gr8 

Alina actually snickered at that. Who still used abbreviations instead of auto-complete? 

N: Did u still want 2 go out sometime? 

A: Sure! Why not. I’m not a big partier, fyi, but it would be fun to see a bit of the nightlife. 
N: How’s Friday? 

A: Works for me. By the way, Fedyor and Ivan asked if they could come? 

N: Sure! Whoevr u want 

A: Sounds great. 


He sent her the address of the club where they would meet, and the exchange ended swiftly 
thereafter. She confirmed with Fedyor that Friday would work for him and Ivan, invited 
Genya and David just to have more company, and then, without pausing to reflect, sent one 
last text. 


A: Hi Aleksander. Sorry to bother you. But Nik invited me out on Friday night, and it looks 
like Ivan, Fedyor, Genya, and David are coming too. Would you like to join us? 


She expected no response, or an eventual refusal. What she got instead was an almost 
immediate reply. 


A: Thank you for inviting me, Alina. I wouldn’t miss it for the world. 
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It was not until Friday afternoon that Alina realized she had no clue what to wear. Certainly, 
she had been clubbing with friends in college and was familiar with the dress code of going- 
out tops and barely existent skirts. Surely, she was past the age where a night out called for 
that much exposed skin, though. She was too old to tolerate an evening of shivering for the 
sake of sex appeal. Fortunately, this was the sort of emergency Genya lived to address. 
Slightly sheepish, she emerged from her office and leaned a hip against Genya’s desk. 


“So... what does one wear to a club, exactly?” 
The redhead’s face positively lit up. “Give me ten minutes. This calls for an outing.” 


Alina had never felt quite so much like the punchline of an Arrested Development episode. 
Another shopping excursion had not precisely been her intention. Yet Genya’s more 
domineering tendencies had resurfaced in force, and before Alina could conceive a rational 
objection, they were both bundling into coats and rushing down to the car. 


They spent the entire afternoon wandering in and out of vintage shops in the East Village, and 
to Alina’s surprise, she enjoyed the process far more than she had their first shopping 
expedition. Granted, the price tags still gave her vertigo, but the actual process felt far more 
familiar. Something about the challenge of finding a single pleasing style in the perfect size 
transformed the outing into a treasure hunt, rather than the exercise in decision fatigue which 
their last excursion had become. 


They finally settled on a mini dress in black leather with a skirt just long enough and a neck 
just high enough that Alina wouldn’t feel self-conscious all night. Scrutinizing the selection 
in her dressing room at home, she was forced to admit that she looked damn good (or, as 
Genya had put it, “Rather fantastic, sweetie”). Genya did her makeup once more, this time 


with a dramatic smokey eye in shades of gold and copper. Alina raided her own jewelry 
collection for a pair of gold hoops and a few bracelets in mixed metals. Hair curled and 
wrangled into a high and voluminous ponytail, she felt desirable and formidable. Granted, her 
feet hurt in the stilettos Genya insisted upon, and the dress pinched her waist. But that 
seemed to be an inevitable part of her life now, and she chose not to dwell upon it. 


She insisted they eat a proper dinner, in spite of Genya’s concerns about their make-up, and 
then conceded to allow touch-ups before Genya left to pick up David. Only then did Alina 
realize that she had no clue if she was supposed to wait for Aleksander or just take a car to 
the club on her own. She found herself pacing her bedroom an hour before the appointed 
meeting time, wondering what to do. She couldn’t explain why she was nervous. 


Finally resolving just to text Aleksander (/t’s not a big deal, Alina. You already texted him to 
ask him to come. Obviously you can message him to confirm plans. It’s not a big deal.), she 
was interrupted by a knock at her door. She opened it to find the man in question, leaning 
against the doorframe and looking unreasonably handsome in black trousers and a slim-cut 
burgundy button-up, with that air of casual elegance attainable only by those who have spent 
thousands on their clothes when hundreds would do. 


“Good evening, Alina.” 


“T was just about to text you,” she blurted out, relieved and then immediately mortified. 
“Good evening.” 


“You look magnificent.” His gaze ran down her body like a caress before returning to her 
eyes. 


“Thank you. You look great too.” 


He smiled. She found she was becoming accustomed to the sense of total disorientation 
which his smile evoked in her. 


“T’ve called us a car. Do you have everything you need?” 
“Just give me a second to grab my coat and bag.” 


She pulled on an oversized wool blazer, resigned to suffer from cold legs for the evening. 
Then she tried and failed to shove her pocket notebook, pen, and mint tin into her clutch 
along with her phone, cards, and lipstick. Unable to latch the minute purse, she was forced to 
abandon the notebook. Ah, well. She was supposed to be social this evening, anyway. And if 
worst came to worst, she could write on the backs of receipts or napkins. Let it never be said 
that she couldn’t be versatile in her creative output. 


Purse at last closed securely, she scurried out the door ahead of Aleksander. They took the 
stairs down to the car in silence. Aleksander held the car door for her, and she had already 
slid across the bench seat when she realized that he had shut the door after her and walked 
around to the other side. 


“Champagne?” he asked once their seatbelts were buckled, withdrawing an expensive- 
looking bottle from some compartment Alina had overlooked. 


“Why not?” 


“That’s the spirit.” He settled two flutes in the cupholders between them, then popped the 
cork and poured them each a glass. 


She sipped at it, letting the fizz of the champagne and the cadence of Aleksander’s voice 
warm her from within. Afterwards she could not recall what they spoke of. Mundanities, 
most likely. But her fuzzy memory of that car ride was shot through with the radiance of 
contentment. 


That sense of happiness buoyed her through their arrival at the club, as Aleksander ushered 
her to the front of the line and through the door with a gentle hand against her spine. It 
deserted her almost as soon as they made it inside; the club, as it turned out, was the sort of 
place Alina was incurably allergic to, overcrowded, strobe-lit, with music so loud that she 
couldn't hear her own thoughts, let alone her companions’. 


They found everyone else in good cheer, however. Nik hugged her like they were the best of 
friends and shoved a drink into her hand. The first sip burned her throat, and she found the 
flavor disgusting, but she downed it anyway, hoping to preserve her good mood. It fled even 
as her cup drained. Fedyor and Genya swept in with shouts of glee, dragging her out to the 
dance floor. She determined to give herself over to the experience—then a few moments later 
realized that her efforts to relax were, themselves, an obstacle and resigned herself to being 
stiff and uncomfortable. Fortunately, as soon as they returned to the table, Ivan passed her 
another drink. Inebriation swept her up into the cheer of the evening, releasing her from her 
lonesome self-consciousness. Faces and lights softened just slightly, even as her sense of time 
blurred. 


At some point, they left one club for another, identical to the last, though more appealing now 
that Alina was on her fourth drink. Then eventually on to a third, this one dim and intimate, 
the music sultry, brushing like a cat across her skin. 


All evening she had watched Aleksander as he murmured to David and Ivan, laughed with 
Fedyor and Nik, smirked at Genya. He did not speak to her or dance with her, but she thought 
she could feel his eyes whenever her back was turned. She could feel them now, even as she 
swayed in Nik’s arms. The blonde man had been flirting with her all night, but it felt 
obligatory, like he considered it his duty to charm every single female newcomer to the city. 
The Statue of Liberty, Central Park, and Nikolai Lantsov: premier New York tourist 
attractions all. She smiled at him, knowing that pity crept into the corners of her eyes. For a 
moment, his charming smile seemed brittle. 


Searching for some way to reassure him, she blurted out, “My best friend is dying to meet 
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you. 
Huh, she thought. Zoya is my best friend. Not Mal. Zoya. 


“Oh?” He raised an eyebrow, and his smile regained its rakish gleam. 


“Yep. Zoya. She’s so smart and gorgeous and scary. Way out of your league. I think I should 
give you her number.” 


“By all means.” His tone expressed no enthusiasm, but she had drunk too much to dwell on 
such details. She grabbed her phone, fumbled with the password, and pulled up Zoya’s 
picture to shove in Nik’s face. 


“See? Way out of your league.” 


Nik threw up his hands. “Ok, ok! If you insist, give me her number.” But Alina had seen his 
eyes, and she knew he actually would text Zoya. Who wouldn’t, with her gorgeous hair and 
and figure and wicked smile? Aleksander probably would too, if she showed him the picture. 
Wouldn’t want to bother answering Alina’s texts anymore if he— 


That was a bad train of thought. Bad drunk train of thought. She put her phone away, and she 
and Nik danced a while longer, laughing occasionally. 


Then another, familiar hand at her back, and a low voice said, “I’ Il cut in now, Lantsov.” 


Unlike Alina, Aleksander’s voice did not slur. He had sipped at scotch all night but never 
seemed to finish one. She turned around and beamed up at him, feeling slightly demented. 


“Aleksander.” 
“Alina.” His smile in return was amused. 


“Are you having a—“ her voice broke off as his left hand clasped her right, and his right 
settled at her hip. “—a nice night?” She wrapped her free arm around his neck, and they 
slowly rotated around each other. 


“Hmm. I am now.” His voice seemed deeper than usual. ““What about you, Alina?” 
“Me too. I mean, I am now too.” 


“T’m glad.” He pulled her closer, fingers wrapping around to her back. Not quite on her ass, 
but not the decorous ballroom hold one might expect from an employer. 


“You and Nik seemed to be having fun.” His consonants seemed crisper than usual, as though 
he spoke through gritted teeth. 


“Yeah. I was telling him that I need to give him my friend Zoya’s number. They’d be good 
together.” 


“T see.” He pulled her in closer. She felt carefree and tired. Eventually her hands both locked 
around his neck, and she rested her forehead on his chest. This close to him, she felt like the 
beat of the song was the beat of both of their hearts, all pulsing together. She turned her cheek 
to his chest. 


She wasn’t sure how long they stayed that way. Eventually he said something; she heard the 
rumble in his ribcage but could not discern the words. She looked up, propped her chin 


against him and asked, “What did you say?” 


He smiled down at her so softly that it stole her breath. Too drunk to think better of it, she 
pushed up onto her tiptoes and kissed him. His lips were soft and tasted of whiskey, and after 
a moment they opened to her. She nipped at his lower lip, traced it with her tongue. His arms 
pulled her in tighter, lifting her slightly off her feet. His hand cupped her head and tilted her 
face slightly to the left so that he could kiss her deeper, his tongue now delving into her 
mouth. She wanted him to kiss harder and deeper until she blacked out for lack of breath—to 
consume her whole. She wanted to live inside of him and never be alone or anxious again. 


Eventually they had to stop for breath, foreheads pressed together. He set her back on her 
feet, and she opened her eyes to stare up at him, feeling her lips pull into a smile. His eyes 
blazed, locked with hers, and she thought he looked strangely triumphant. She wanted to taste 
his satisfaction. 


But as she stretched up again to kiss him, his brow furrowed, and he stepped back. She 
realized that he was frowning. His hands clasped her shoulders, as if to push her away. 
Suddenly the alcoholic haze vanished, and horror crashed down. She had kissed her boss, 
come onto him for a second time even after he had rejected her on their first meeting. Now he 
was rejecting her again—and after she had made so much fuss about not sleeping with him, 
and he had been so generous. 


He opened his mouth, and she was absolutely certain that she could not stay to hear what he 
had to say. Tears welled, and before he could see them fall she whirled out of his grip and ran 
for the door. She did not stop, even when an alarmed voice behind her called, “Alina!” 


Pausing on the sidewalk, she realized that it was raining, her coat was still inside, and she had 
no ride home. Not home. Aleksander’. It wont be your home when he fires you for your total 
unprofessionalism. Leaving that thought for later, she bolted down the sidewalk, a hunted 
creature running through the dark, her only salvation in ceaseless movement. 


At last, the lights of a 24-hour cafe drew her out of the rain. The girl behind the counter 
seemed looked utterly uninterested in Alina’s bedraggled state but brought her a free brownie 
with her black coffee. Alina burst into tears, and the girl fled back to her cash register without 
saying a word. 


At last, Alina’s tears dried. Glancing about furtively, she was relieved to find that she was the 
only customer, and thus her meltdown had only one witness. She blew her nose on a scratchy 
paper napkin and ate the brownie in two bites. Then, sipping her coffee, she stared out the 
window at the rain and wondered what to do. She couldn’t bear the thought of a hotel, but 
returning to Aleksander’s house would be worse. 


As she finished her drink, a thought came to her. The idea made her feel ridiculous and 
burdensome, but it was the only option she could think of, short of heading straight for an 
airport and showing up on Zoya’s doorstep. Pulling out her phone, she sent a text. 


A: Nina, I’m SO sorry to text you this late. This is super awkward, but I really need a place to 
stay tonight. I don’t want to impose, and if it’s inconvenient please don’t worry about it, but 
could I come to yours? 


She hit send, set her phone down, and stared at the lock screen, heart suddenly pounding. 
This shouldn’t feel as important as it did. If she got no answer, or if Nina said no, she would 
suck it up and find the nearest hotel and book a room. No problem. So why couldn’t she 
bring herself to look away from her phone? 


Seven minutes later, she picked up her phone to google hotels. Just as she did so, the screen 
lit up with a text notification. 


Nina: Of course! Come on over. 


Alina blew her nose again, wiped the remnants of tears and mascara off her cheeks, then 
called an Uber. 
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Aleksander Morozova judged his happiness at any given moment by the overall success of 
his plans. Not many of the people in his life seemed to grasp this. Even Genya and Ivan, well 
though they knew him, often seemed confused when a major business setback would cause 
him little concern, while a minor stall in some negotiation, or an unanticipated complication 
with his dinner reservation, could instantly send him into a black humor. The simple answer 
to their confusion was that certain setbacks were unavoidable facts of life, proof of his own 
superior planning capacity. But unanticipated failures constituted unacceptable losses of 
control, and it was this, more than any individual circumstance, which evoked his anger. 


It was control that had brought him his current power—not just the control intrinsic to his 
position, but the mastery of self which had allowed him to achieve it. Intellectually, he 
recognized that a great deal of luck had enabled his ascent. The luck to be born white and 
male, handsome and intelligent; the luck that his immigrant mother had chosen to stay in 
New York, where he could earn a scholarship to an elite private school and take public 
transportation to get there each morning. The luck to have made a number of business 
contacts in college who had helped him find funding for his start-up. The luck that his ideas 
met with immediate success. 


But what he remembered, in his gut, in his bones, was the endless effort to be the top of his 
class, to ignore the disdain of his affluent classmates, for whom he was always a target 
because of his poverty and his brilliance. The pre-dawn commutes to school from their 
distant, dingy apartment. The sleeplessness grinding him down, through high school and 


college and the early days of his company. Dating the right people when he needed to, ending 
those relationships when they no longer served his purposes. Only once had he deviated from 
his plans in that regard, succumbed to his emotions rather than following his reason, and it 
had cost him greatly. He had fought for everything he had, and he kept it only through the 
same ruthless discipline, never wavering and never settling. 


He found it bemusing and at times alarming, therefore, that his happiness at Alina Starkova’s 
presence in his life did not make sense, did not seem within his control at all. He was happy 
to be near her—even when he could not tell if his plans were unfolding properly or not. Her 
blushes, her bluntness, the occasional bursts of teasing or defiance, all surprised and 
delighted him. He affected her deeply and easily, that much was evident, and yet he could not 
predict her, could not quite tell if he was making progress towards his goals or not. 


He had asked himself many times why he found her so compelling, why he considered it 
worth the risk to invite chaos into the meticulous machinery of his life. He could find no 
obvious justification. She was, by any rational standard, ordinary. A pretty girl already tired 
and disappointed with life. Yet she had captured his attention at their first meeting and never 
let it go. It was sheer serendipity that he had wandered into a dive bar that night and seen her 
sitting alone. A circumstance he never could have planned. He still could not explain to 
himself why he had approached the sad girl, wrinkling a tear-reddened nose at every sip of 
her whiskey. 


Her delicacy and weariness, her defiance and perseverance all entranced him. Some 
vulnerable remnant within him had immediately recognized her and claimed her. Were he a 
romantic man, he would say there was a tether between their souls; but he had never been one 
for Brontéan melodrama. 


It had been difficult, that first night, to refrain from kissing her back, to leave her in that bar 
and return to his sterile hotel room. But he had known that he was embarking upon a quest 
with greater rewards than a one-night stand with a girl he met in a bar. Rushing could spoil 
everything. So he had held back and made the job offer. This route would force him to 
exercise great restraint, lest it seemed like he was simply trying to put her in his debt to 
obtain sexual favors. But pursued with determination and precision, it would yield the results 
he wished for: he would make Alina his wife, and she would embrace the role with a 
complete understanding of the burdens and opportunities it entailed. 


He had thought he was headed in the right direction, and yet he couldn’t quite be sure. Alina 
reacted positively to his presence. She had taken well to her responsibilities and seemed to 
like New York and her coworkers. But his timing had been inopportune. He was so busy 
finalizing the merger with Lantsov—a delicate process guaranteed to infuriate him, simply 
because it involved negotiating with Peter—that he struggled to keep perfect track of how 
Alina was adjusting. Genya and Fedyor both kept him updated, but Genya was inclined to 
focus too narrowly on work, and Fedyor was clearly a bit worried. The uncertainty frustrated 
him, even as each little encounter with Alina filled him with satisfaction. 


He constantly repressed an impatience so profound that it was a physical sensation, a 
pressure at the base of his spine. He wanted to sweep her away, not just from her old life but 
from the bustle of the city, to keep her wrapped in silk, cocooned in down, happy and well- 


fed and able to write as much as she wished. He wanted to take her to one of the country 
houses, where she would have only him for company, where he could devote all his attention 
to her. But she would not have been able to accept such attention yet, and he could not yet 
give it to her. 


Her invitation to join the group clubbing that night had felt like a definite step forward. He 
had immediately rearranged his schedule to make it possible, intending to keep Alina 
separate from Nikolai and perhaps indulge in some gentle flirtation. How he had lost control 
of the situation so quickly stymied him. Why had he not planned for this? Why had it not 
occurred to him that an inebriated Alina might be more susceptible and assertive than was 
ordinarily the case? Why had all his thoughts fled the instant she kissed him? 


It should have been easy to keep her in his arms, to explain gently that, while he wished to 
continue the encounter, she was drunk and he would not take advantage of her. Instead, like a 
fool, he had pushed her away. And he had frozen. 


The scene had unfolded as though in slow motion. He watched the haze of the alcohol and 
the kiss clear away, her soft smile melt into a horrified blank. Something shattered in her 
eyes. Then time started again: she was running, and he was too slow to catch her. By the time 
he reached the sidewalk outside the club doors, she was gone. 


He called her and texted her over and over. He ordered everyone there, even Nikolai 
included, to call and text her and find out where she was. She was alone, without her coat or 
sensible shoes or any means of transport, far from home on a rainy night. Where would she 
go? Surely she wouldn’t return home like a sensible person, not after such a regrettable 
interaction. 


Nothing worked. She did not answer, or even view the messages. He cursed himself for 
refusing to track her phone in a misguided attempt to respect her privacy. That would be 
rectified as soon s he found her. 


Eventually her mailbox filled, and they were all forced to give up. He dropped Genya and 
David off before returning home with Ivan and Fedyor. They stumbled off to bed while he 
climbed the stairs, weary but certain that he would be unable to sleep that night. He tried 
sitting in his office, staring at his darkened phone screen. Quickly growing restless, he strode 
out of the library, intending to change and go down to the gym in the basement. Before he 
could do so, though, his eyes caught on her bedroom door at the opposite end of the hall. 


Without hesitation, he crossed to the door and entered, standing in the center of floor. The 
room was tidy and smelled of sage and lavender. By the lights outside, he noted the oversized 
sweater thrown under one of the armchairs, lifting it to his face and breathing in the spice of 
her perfume. Weariness suddenly overwhelmed him, a physical weight pressing down upon 
his shoulders. Without much thought, he toed off his shoes and climbed onto her bed. 
Temporarily comforted by the scent of her surrounding him, he repeated over and over in his 
mind: She ’s fine. She’ll come home. She’s fine. She’ll come home. 


As he drifted towards sleep, he mused idly on what he would do when she returned. Explain, 
of course. Convince her to kiss him again. Get her away from the city where they would have 
time and space for these conversations. 


Perhaps a trip to the seaside would be in order after the gala. It would give them the 
opportunity for more time together, and it would also allow Alina to learn more about his 
homes and their management. Not that he expected her to be a housekeeper or an unpaid 
assistant when they married. He had people for that. But she would be the mistress of all he 
possessed, and he wanted her to taste that power. 


One day, she would be confident in that role. One day the expensive clothes would be as 
natural to her as her oversized loungewear. One day, she would be not only by his side but on 
his arm at every function, resplendent and effortless in her influence. She would have women 
like Tatiana Lantsov dancing to her tune. His perfect, glorious, not-so-secret weapon. She 
was capable; he was certain of it. She just needed to grasp that vision of her potential, to learn 
to want what he wanted for her. 


But he also wanted her to have what she already wanted—peace, rest, space for her art. A 
room of her own and 500 pounds a year, he remembered. That was what Virginia Woolf 
considered necessary to the woman writer. He would give her mansions of her own and 
millions a year, if she could only accept it. His job was to help her accept it. 


Aleksander Morozova fell asleep and dreamed of chasing a girl in a long white dress through 
the haze of a rainy night. 


Chapter 12 


Chapter Summary 


Alina has an angsty week. (So does Aleksander, but she doesn't realize that.) 


Chapter Notes 


Friends, I'm so sorry to have kept you waiting on this chapter. It's taken me a while to 
get back in the swing of things after a work trip, but here we are. Thanks for your 
patience. I think it's a miracle that I've never gotten an impatient comment about 
updating this fic, but I want you all to know that I'm so grateful for the forbearance. 


This chapter is not the most fun for Alina, but it's an important shift in her relationship 
with Aleksander. 


And for all those who wanted Alina to discover Aleksander asleep in her bed: I did too! 
But alas, she wanted to hide for a while. So that will remain a secret between you and 
Sasha. 


Enjoy! <3 


In the car on the way to Nina’s, she watched the text notifications pile up on her lock screen. 
GENYA: Alina, honey, I need you to... 

ALEKSANDER: Please, Alina... 

FEDYOR: Sunshine, we’re really... 

Curiously enough, it was Ivan’s singular text that provoked a response. 

IVAN: So help me, Starkova, if you make my husband cry... 


She unlocked her phone just long enough to type out a response. She, too, was angry with 
herself for upsetting Fedyor. Plus, Ivan was scary. 


A: You can tell him I’m safe. Staying with a friend. Will be back Monday. 


He didn’t bother to respond. After a moment, Alina shut off her phone. 


Nina proved her benevolence by refraining from asking any questions when Alina arrived 
bedraggled at her door. Instead, she shoved dry clothes into Alina’s arms, pointed her to the 
bathroom, and left to put the kettle on. Half an hour later, curled up on Nina’s massive velvet 
sofa, cocooned tightly in a blanket, she felt warm and somehow peaceful, as though the 
emotion had been drained out of her. 


She stayed at Nina’s all weekend, refusing to turn her phone back on. She figured if she were 
fired, she could find out on Monday, and so there would be no point in checking any of her 
messages. She simply wallowed on the couch in Nina’s spare oversized sweatshirt, while her 
newly appointed dearest friend plied her with an endless supply of tea and soup and ice 
cream. For her part, Alina watched so many Hallmark movies that they all blurred into one 
amalgamation of generically attractive city girls and country boys (or was it country girls and 
city boys?) fighting and falling in love. Every one made her cry, and she hated herself a little 
bit for that. 


By Sunday night, her eyes were strained and her back was sore from hours on the sofa. Her 
concerns about the next day kept her from sleep. She would have to go back to work, she 
knew. The gala swiftly approached, and her staff would need her input. In truth, she would 
rather have several teeth pulled than turn up at the office to see Aleksander. But even if she 
was a foolish little girl who kept mistaking her boss’ kindness for interest, she would not 
have it said that she was bad at her job. So in spite of her mostly sleepless night, she woke 
early on Monday, hugged Nina goodbye with effusive thanks, and took the subway back to 
Aleksander’s 


She made certain not to arrive before 7 am, lest she encounter Aleksander. As she stood on 
the doorstep at 7:06, she reassured herself that he would have long since departed for the 
office. Slipping inside a quietly as possible, she went up to her room to shower and dress in 
the most neutral outfit she could find—a grey-brown sweater that dwarfed her and a pair of 
cropped trousers in the same hue. She pulled her hair back in a ponytail, daubed on a bit of 
concealer which did nothing to hide the previous nights of restless sleep, and shoved her feet 
into ballet flats. Genya would have a fit at such a drab look, but Alina just wanted to dress to 
be ignored for once. Little good it would do her. 


She ran downstairs for a bite to eat and found Fedyor in the kitchen. Just sitting, hands 
cradling his morning cup of green tea. He turned toward her with a gentle if inscrutable look. 


“Good morning, Alina.” 
His placidity, so uncharacteristic, was in itself a blow. She cast her eyes downwards. 


“Fedyor, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have run off like that. I just—‘ And then to her horror, she 
discovered her eyes were watering. She flung her head back, staring at the recessed lighting 
and blinking at painfully slow intervals, terrified that if she spoke further she would burst into 
ugly sobs. 


Fedyor crossed the room to her in an instant. 


“Oh, Sunshine, no tears!” He patted her cheeks, more frantic than tender, clearly alarmed at 
her evident misery. “We have cake in the fridge. Would you like cake? I made a gigantic 


chocolate cake for Morozova because he spent all weekend brooding and chocolate usually 
cheers him up, but he barely ate any. Let me get you some.” 


His desperation could not but amuse her, halting her impending meltdown. 


“No, thanks,” she managed through a soggy laugh. “But it sounds amazing—I’ll be sure to 
have some when I get home tonight.” 


“You will be coming home tonight?” 

She sobered and looked him in the eye. “Yes. I promise.” 
“Good.” He kissed her cheek. “See you tonight, then, Sunshine.” 
“Thank you, Fedyor.” 


She checked her phone, noticed a text from Adrik, her usual driver, and fled out to the car 
without breakfast or coffee. Fedyor’s affection was a relief, but she still felt guilty and 
overwhelmed. She stared at her phone for the entire car ride to distract herself from any 
further emotional spiral. Constant toggling between Twitter and Instagram—aimless yet 
somehow frenetic—neither resolved nor repressed her emotions, but kept them at bay, 
hovering just above her head, waiting to drop onto her as soon as her mind was quiet again. 
Alas, they descended as soon as she stood on the sidewalk outside the Morozova Building. 


It took several deep breaths and a silent but no less furious pep talk to propel herself through 
the front doors. In the elevator, mercifully empty at this hour, she did breathing exercises to 
contain the panic at her inability to flee. In four; hold four; out four—over and over, as the 
floors passed with the tinny ring of a recorded chime. She was still consumed with nerves 
when the doors slid quietly open, ejecting her onto the office floor. Well, she told herself, 
There 5 no use turning back now. 


The first thing she saw when she turned the corner into Aleksander’s office suite was, of 
course, Genya, already busily tapping away at her keyboard. She looked up and skewered 
Alina with her gaze—those absurdly blue eyes, normally warm and vibrant, appeared flat, a 
sheet of ice with deadly waters beneath. Alina halted in her tracks and felt her throat tighten. 
Genya regarded her for a long moment, then turned back to her computer. 


“Mr. Morozova wants to speak to you right away.” 
“Genya, I—* 
“Please don’t keep him waiting.” 


Her eyes watered, swamped by her sense of guilt but also by resentment. She was the one 
struggling, but she still had to act apologetic and push down her own emotions to pacify all 
her friends. Were they friends? Would Zoya have punished her this way? Or were they just 
colleagues who didn’t really care how upset she was? 


These spiralling thoughts accompanied her into Aleksander’s office. Pushing her resentment 
back down, she drew her contrition about herself again. No need to take her frustrations out 


on her boss—her position was tenuous enough as it was. She had always believed that, when 
people described their knees knocking together with terror, they were exaggerating. But now 
she could feel her legs tremble as she approached the double doors. She knocked and heard 
his voice say, “Come in.” 


He was seated behind his great desk, eyes fixed on his computer monitor. He glanced at her 
quickly before turning his face back to the screen and typing something. 


“Have a seat, Alina.” 


She glanced towards the comfortable seating area, then realized he must mean for her to sit in 
one of the two low chairs in front of his desk. The seat was clearly intentionally 
uncomfortable—too low, too deep, not high-backed enough to offer any support. She sat on 
the edge, spine rigid, ankles crossed demurely, hands folded. This must have been some sort 
of punishment: she could feel his control of the interaction, his sprawling comfort as she 
struggled to maintain a dignified posture. He was CEOing her, treating this as a hostile 
negotiation. It pissed her off. 


By the time he turned his attention from the computer to fix her with his dark gaze, she was 
struggling to contain her anger. He folded his hands on the top of the desk and opened his 
mouth. 


Without precisely intending to, she cut him off. “I want to apologize for Friday night. I 
misread the situation and acted unprofessionally. I shouldn’t have—* 


“T don’t care about that,” he snapped. 


Her stomach sank. Of course he didn’t care. Of course her feelings were trivial to him. For a 
brief moment, she had the horrifying conviction that she would actually start crying. Then her 
anger bubbled up, white hot rage engulfing the hurt. She wanted to scream at him. The urge 
was only averted because she realized he was speaking again. 


“What I care about—“ his voice was deliberate, soft, slightly terrifying, “is that you left 
alone, without your wallet, and none of us knew if you were safe, or even alive, for hours.” 
He leaned forward, some indiscernible emotion now making his voice ragged. ““You are my 
employee. You live in my house. It is my responsibility to make certain you are safe and well. 
I cannot accept such irresponsible behaviour—* 


It was the word “irresponsible” that did it—completely shattered her restraint. She stood up 
and leaned forward over his desk, hands slamming onto the surface. 


“T am not a child. I needed space, and I am entitled to some privacy. I may be under your 
supervision at work, but not when I am on my own time. I’m sorry for scaring everyone, but 
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He stood as well, tilted towards her. 


“T don’t care if you were off the clock. Your well-being is still my concern. You didn’t just 
terrify all of us, you showed a disastrous lack of common sense and judgment—* 


“T was upset!” she practically screamed. “People do stupid shit when they’re upset. You may 
not care, Aleksander, but I—*‘ 


“T didn’t say that I didn’t care—* 

“T was mortified! I needed a little bit of space!” 

“It’s because I do care that I won’t accept such foolish behaviour—*“ 
“T am an adult, and I’m entitled to act foolishly if I so choose.” 


“You could have been hurt! You could have been dead in an alley, and none of us would have 
known,” he bellowed, halting her own shouted monologue. They stared at each other, both 
heaving for breath. She noticed that a single strand of his impeccably coiffed hair had fallen 
across his forehead. She wanted to brush it back. She wanted to smack him. 


“Am I fired?” she asked at last, refusing to look away or otherwise concede defeat. At her 
question, his face softened, though he remained in his tense posture. 


“No, Alina,” he said softly. “You are not fired.” 
She nodded a few times, close to tears once more as the rage faded away. 


“Ok,” she said, voice brittle. “I’II— I'll be in my office confirming gala details if you need 
anything.” 


He nodded and remained standing as she exited. When she turned back to shut the door, he 
was still staring after her. 


The remainder of the week was undeniably wretched. With the gala rapidly approaching, 
Alina had known he would be busy finalising details and coordinating with her staff, but the 
volume of work still caught her off guard. Time supposed to be dedicated to writing was 
eaten up at the office, arranging and rearranging the seating chart or arguing with the caterer. 
To make matters worse, Aleksander was avoiding her, and Genya had totally iced her out. 
Fedyor was friendly as always, but the relationship felt fragile. Ivan shot her an impossibly 
ugly glare whenever they crossed paths. Alina found herself calling Zoya every evening to 
feel slightly less lonely. She felt guilty taking up her friend’s precious spare time, but their 
conversations were the only thing keeping her going. 


She had asked Zoya’s opinion of the whole situation. In truth, she asked every time they 
spoke, until her friend’s patience wore out, shattering her diplomacy as well. 


“Look, Alina. I know you’re still upset and you feel bad. What you did was absolutely stupid. 
If you do something like that again, I’1l fly out there to kick your ass myself. But you’ve 
already apologized. You’re an adult. You’re entitled to make stupid choices, and you don’t 
deserve to be punished. So stop worrying about everyone else’s feelings and get on with life. 
They’ ll forgive you, or they won’t. If they don’t, fuck them.” 


Zoya was right, but it was easier said than done. By Friday afternoon, she was wrung out 
both physically and emotionally. Fortunately, Genya had spent most of the day in meetings in 
Aleksander’s office, so Alina could go about her work without the added stress of the 
woman’s cold shoulder, which had made leaving her office an unattractive proposition for 
most of the week. Alina enjoyed the opportunity to refill her coffee cup without observation. 


It was four o’clock, and she had just finished brewing a fresh pot of decaf when she heard her 
name. She stepped out of the kitchenette and realised that the voice had come from 
Aleksander’s office. One of the doors was cracked open. She knew she would regret 
eavesdropping, but she could not resist tiptoeing closer. The voice she had heard speak her 
name was Aleksander’s, but he had fallen silent, succeeded by Elizaveta’s slightly affected 
tones. 


“Honestly, Sasha, I cannot imagine what you see in that girl. She’s totally outclassed here— 
practically a gutter rat, and you’ve put her in charge of the most important event of the year. 
It’s not fair to her. She’s bound to embarrass herself and the company. Why, last week, she 
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“Enough, Liza,” Aleksander’s voice rang out. “Alina has done a marvellous job adjusting to 
the position so far. Certainly, she’s had a great deal to learn, but she’s made great strides. 
You’re happy with her work on the gala, aren’t you, Genya?” 


His question was followed by an uncomfortable pause. Alina, at first buoyed by Aleksander’s 
words, felt her stomach lurch with dread and disappointment. 


“T mean—* Genya replied at last, speaking with clear hesitation. “She’s doing fine. She’s not 
the most sophisticated, has no clue about the norms, but—*“ 


“Exactly!” Elizaveta interrupted. “She’s a nobody from nowhere. Totally out of her depth. If 
you really need a social coordinator, I know several very accomplished event planners from 
good families who would be far more qualified. Much prettier too, if you insist on sleeping 
with the help. Just put the girl out of her misery and send her back to that sad little town 
where you found her.” 


“Enough!” Aleksander’s tone had changed from irritable to thunderous. “I will not have this 
conversation again.” 


She stumbled back. Something about that one word hurt her more than Genya’s lack of faith 
or Elizaveta’s scornful tirade. “Again,” he had said. Again. How many times had people 
complained to him about her? Telling him how incompetent she was? Had her staff lodged 
complaints? Had Genya? 


Turning on her heal, she strode back to her office to grab her coat and purse. Too worked up 
to wait for Adrik, she took the subway home and shut herself up in her room. She tried 
screaming into a pillow but found it did not help. She stood under a hot shower for a long 
time, letting the pressure deaden her emotions. Then, too upset and weary to settle on any 
distraction, she curled up under her duvet, staring out the window into the dark. 


She lay awake for a long time, reliving the conversation over and over. Her last thought as 
she fell asleep was that at least Aleksander had defended her. 


Chapter 13 


Chapter Summary 


In which Alina attends a gala and yells at more than one person. 


Chapter Notes 


Hi everyone, Thank you for your comments on the last chapter! I'm sorry that I wasn't 
able to reply to them, but know that I read each one with gratitude. 


I'm glad that you all felt bad for our girl. She's certainly going through it. Hopefully you 
will feel some vindication as events unfold in this chapter. 


That said, I should warn you: the vibes are never going to be 100% wholesome in this 
fic. It's a decadent fantasy, but Aleksander is still shady and too powerful, and Alina is 
still going to be insecure and infatuated with him, sometimes against her better 
judgment. She will learn more and more to advocate for herself as we go on, and to 
exercise the power she has access to. But that may not look like an assertion of her 
independence or a completely equal power dynamic. I've added a couple of tags to 
reflect this more clearly. Note also the "Manipulative Darkling" tag, which has been 
there from the beginning. That part of his character is pretty baked in, so far as I'm 
concerned. 


By the way, Alina's dress in this chapter is based on one from the Elie Saab pre-Fall 
2019 collection, in case you want to go hunting for a visual. 


Happy reading! 


Alina had always been good at compartmentalizing. The skill served her well over the next 
week, as she oversaw the final gala details with mechanical precision while furiously 
ignoring any personal frustrations. If Genya and Elizaveta expected her to fail, she would 
prove them wrong. She refused to think about what she would do after the gala—whether she 
would stay at the company, and how she would endure the trip to Aleksander's beach house 
which Fedyor was insisting they all go on to recover from the gala. 


Genya had thawed over the weekend after that overheard conversation. Unfortunate timing 
on her part, for when Alina noticed on Monday morning that the redhead looked as if she 
wished to start a conversation, she shut down the possibility with a swift good morning and 
an even swifter retreat to her office. Since then, she had continued to avoid interaction as 


much as possible, and Genya, for her part, had taken the hint. They continued in this 
stalemate until Saturday, when Genya brought over Alina’s dress for the gala. 


The gown was more daring than Alina had expected but all the more magnificent for that 
fact. Its base layer was a black singlet with a plunging neckline. Over it flowed a long- 
sleeved trumpet flared gown of black gauze, with strategically placed rose gold sequins in 
swirls at once reminiscent of feathers and flower petals. Standing before the mirror, Alina felt 
both armoured and exposed. 


Genya stood behind her, radiating satisfaction. She held out a box. 
“Alexander wanted you to wear these as well.” 

“More jewellery?” She didn’t know if she was excited or embarrassed. 
Genya shrugged. “He likes us to look polished for these functions.” 


“Do you get to keep the jewellery too?” Her query was met with silence. She felt a smirk that 
was somehow both pained and satisfied twist her lips. Clearly, in this area as well, Alina was 
an exception. 


She opened the box to find a pair of earrings and matching ring with massive teardrop stones. 
She did not immediately recognise the gem: pearlescent at first glance, but the longer she 
looked, the more colors she saw within, glints of blue and neon green and an orangey-pink 
that danced like flame. 


“Fire opals,” Genya explained. Alina just nodded and set the box on the counter so that she 
could put on the earrings. They were heavy, and she knew that her earlobes would ache by 
the end of the night. As she often did on such occasions, she thought of the line from Yeats: 
“We must labour to be beautiful.” More often than not, she translated it in her mind to: “We 
must suffer to be beautiful.” Did that speak to something in their cultural moment, or just to 
something broken in herself? 


Genya interrupted her musings. “You’re mad at me.” 

Blunt as ever. A laugh escaped from Alina like the blast from a bellows. 
“No shit.” 

“Do you want to—talk about it?” The offer seemed to physically pain her. 


“What’s there to talk about? How I totally mortified myself by coming onto my boss, and he 
rejected me? And since I live in his house I was too embarrassed to come home? Or how all 
the coworkers who claimed to care about me expected me to be contrite when I finally 
worked up the courage to show my face again? What about how none of you asked how I 
was doing?” 


“We all called and texted to ask how you were doing that weekend. You didn’t answer, even 
to tell us you were alive. You scared us.” Genya was angry now too. 


“T told Ivan I was fine. I clearly needed space. And that’s not a good reason to give me the 
cold shoulder for a week.” 


“I—* she did look guilty now, but Alina was not finished. 


“And after a week of you glaring silently at me, I stumble out of my office to hear Elizaveta 
trashing my work, and you practically agreeing with her. I thought you were my friend.” 


Genya swallowed a few times. “I am. I was just—I was mad at you. You scared me. I don’t 
trust a lot of people, and you seemed like someone I could trust. And then you vanished for 
the whole weekend. And you didn’t tell me you were safe. You told Ivan. Ivan! So forgive 
me if I wasn’t ready to welcome you back with open arms last week. At least I’m trying 


99 


now. 


They were both silent for a moment. Genya’s face was pinched, and she was blinking at long 
intervals in an apparent effort to stave off tears. Alina found herself drained of all emotion. 


“I’m sorry for whatever happened to you that makes it so hard to trust people. Believe me, I 
understand how that feels. But I was hurting, and you decided to kick me when I was down. 
I’m not ok with that. ’ve been treated like that too many times by other people. So we’re not 
ok. Maybe we will be eventually, but for now I need some space.” 


Genya’s tears spilled over, and her lip trembled as she nodded. “Ok. Maybe— maybe we can 
talk again when you’re ready.” 


“Yeah. That would be good.” 

Another silence followed, painfully awkward. 

“Thanks for bringing the dress.” 

“Sure, no problem. I should go. Fix my makeup before the cars come.” 
“Yeah. That sounds like a good idea.” 


Genya left, and while Alina felt wretched at making her cry, she also was deeply relieved 
now that she had given voice to her hurt and her needs. Perhaps this would be a positive step 
for them. Eventually. 


She arrived at the gala alone since she needed to be there early, and she quickly found herself 
absorbed in answering questions and putting out last minute fires for the vendors. A quarter 
hour before the guests were due to arrive, she looked around the ballroom, with its vaulted 
ceiling and massive windows, and realized that it was beautiful. 


She had wanted the decorations to reflect the arrival of spring. At the edges of the room, they 
had placed great potted trees, wrapped in lights and studded with yellow-green new leaves. 
Instead of using elaborate cut flower arrangements, Alina had opted to adorn the tables with 
delicate mosses, woven through with fairy lights and surrounding pots of crocus and 


snowdrop. Genya had thought such understated centrepieces would look cheap, but observing 
the effect now, Alina could not regret her decision. 


As she contemplated the scene, the doors opened to admit Genya and Alexander. Both paused 
to observe as Alina had done moments earlier. 


“Wow,” was all Genya said, which made Alina feel warmer towards her than she had in two 
weeks. 


Alexander, meanwhile, turned towards her with a solemn expression. “This looks 
exceptionally beautiful, Alina.” 


“Thank you,” she said, not quite making eye contact with him. None of them knew what to 
say next. Fortunately, the arrival of several company executives alleviated any further need 
for conversation. Alexander did insist on introducing her to those she had not met, describing 
her efforts in glowing terms, but when the formalities were out of the way, she was happy to 
drift to the side of the room. 


The other guests arrived in a trickle and then in a flood, and soon Alina took her seat at a 
table in the corner by Fedyor and Ivan, content to enjoy the exquisite appetiser, sip her wine, 
and hope that everything ran to schedule. To her satisfaction, the entire meal arrived promptly 
and seemed to please the guests. Alexander rose at eight o’clock on the dot to deliver his 
remarks, followed by Peter Lantsov, who was more verbose and less eloquent. 


Dancing succeeded dinner. Alina danced with a giggling Fedyor and typically silent Ivan, 
before pausing to chat for a while with Tamar, who was currently her favorite person at 
Morozova Industries. She thought at a couple of points that Alexander was coming to speak 
to her—perhaps to ask her to dance? But inevitably, he was waylaid by some important 
personage or another. So much the better, she told herself, for she was quickly waylaid by the 
bartender, who was worried about running out of champagne, and the catering manager, who 
needed her to sign several documents. 


At loose ends again, she stood quietly in the corner of the room. All around her, people 
laughed and drank and danced. She did not think she was deluded to consider the evening an 
unqualified success. Instead of feeling relief, she found herself depressed. All that stress, all 
those weeks second-guessing herself, and it had gone perfectly. But she had barely enjoyed a 
moment of the evening. This job was supposed to be a safe haven, and it had proven to be a 
new sort of burden instead. Not to mention her tangled and painful relationship with her 
boss. 


She turned and strode out of the room as quickly as she could without drawing attention to 
herself. Once in the lobby, she took the stairs up to the balcony two stories above. Glass 
separated her from the revellers below. Sometimes she felt like that was a metaphor for her 
life, always trapped just outside the good things, waiting for someone to invite her in. But she 
had been in earlier that night, at least physically, and she still had not felt that she belonged. 
Perhaps it was time to give up, move on. Unbelonging seemed to hurt more here. Now that 
the gala was past, Aleksander could easily replace her. 


Her calculations were disrupted by the sound of footsteps. She turned and then her stomach 
lurched as Aleksander reached the top of the stairs. She grew angry. He had barely spoken to 
her for two weeks, and now he would not leave her alone. 


“What do you want, Aleksander?” Her voice came out harder than she had expected, hostile. 
Unwise from an employee to her boss, but in that moment, he was just Aleksander, and she 
was just Alina. Titles and power differentials did not matter. And she was furious at him. 


“T was worried about you, Alina. You’ve been so busy all night, it seemed odd that you’d slip 
off on your own. Are you all right? Did something happen?” 


“Am I all right?” A harsh laugh burst past her lips. “You ignore me for two weeks, and now 
you want to know if I’m all right? Why pretend to care now?” 


He stepped forward, expression pained. 
“T do care, Alina.” 


“No. If you cared, you wouldn’t have ignored me, and you wouldn’t have let me embarrass 
myself. You wouldn’t have put me in this position. Do you get off on fucking with my head? 
Is that why you gave me this job? The pathetic orphan isn’t smart enough to know someone’s 
playing her?” 


His face went slack, a wide-eyed picture of horror. 
“No! Alina—* 


“Then why did you give me this job? I know I’m not qualified. I know you’ve been getting 
complaints about me. I heard what Genya and Miss Rosen said about me last week.” 


“Last week? Wait, how did you—* 


“They were right. You could have hired any number of professional event planners for this 
role, and instead you offer it to a secretary from the midwest who knows nothing about the 
etiquette or norms of your social scene. You set me up to fail from the start. Anyone with half 
a brain assumes I got the job by sleeping with you—or that you gave me the job because you 
want to sleep with me. But you won’t even kiss me when I want you to. So why?” 


She broke off, feeling abruptly empty—of thoughts, words, emotions. When Aleksander 
remained silent, she moved to step around him. She couldn’t be there anymore. The best 
thing would be to go home and pack her bags. Surely there would be some flight out that 
night. Zoya would let Alina crash with her until she could find a new job. 


“Never mind,” she muttered, without making eye contact. “I don’t think I want to know.” 


Before she could pass him, a large hand clasped her bare arm gently but firmly. She looked 
up and lost her breath momentarily. His dark eyes were fixed on her with a terrifying 
intensity, and yet she was not terrified. She had been so angry and defeated a moment before, 
and now she was transfixed and uncertain. 


“Alina—* He broke off, then reached for her hands. She snatched them away and took a step 
back. He mirrored her movement, holding his hands up in placation. “Alina, I am so sorry for 
— for everything I’ve done that has made you feel unsafe and unwanted and ashamed. I 
never meant for things to go this way. I— I don’t know what to say.” 


“Just tell me why.” Her voice was choked with repressed sobs—as if this whole interaction 
were not humiliating enough. 


“Because— It’s complicated.” 


Now she was again angry, far preferable to the looming tears. “You’re a businessman. Your 
hiring decisions cannot be that complicated.” 


After a moment, she added, “You owe me an honest explanation.” 
“You’re right.” He nodded, hands at his hips, head down, as though gathering his wits. 


“You're right.” Another long pause followed, which Alina refused to break. At last, he 
straightened and looked her directly in the eye. “You’re wrong about one thing though, Alina. 
When you say I don’t want you. I do want you. More than anything. But not drunk—not 
when you might regret it. That’s why I pushed you away both times. Not because I didn’t 
want to. I had hoped to speak to you the next morning, to explain, but then you ran off, and I 
was so worried and angry at you for scaring me. But I should have explained. I’m sorry.” 


She paused to absorb his explanation, feeling a wave of relief, swiftly overwhelmed by 
disappointed realization. “So you did hire me because you wanted to fuck me.” 


“No! Or—I don’t know how to explain this well, Alina.” 
“Try plain English.” 


“T didn’t hire you because I wanted to sleep with you. I didn’t just want to sleep with you. I 
wanted—want—you. That first night, I saw you in that bar, and you were so— sad and tired 
and strong. I’m good at reading people. I could see all that in one glance, and I wanted you. I 
meant to just take you back with me to the hotel that night. I thought you might want 
company, like I did. But then we spoke, and I wanted—more. I realized quickly who you 
were. A hook-up would just have made everything awkward.” 


“Because it wasn’t awkward when I almost kissed you and then realized who you were the 
next morning?” 


His lips quirked up. “Touché. But if I had slept with you, would you have taken the job?” 
“No. But why did you want me to take the job, then?” 


“Because— Because I saw this beautiful woman, and I didn’t just want her—you. I wanted to 
take care of you. I wanted to make sure you were happy and well-fed and well-rested. And 
what was I supposed to do? Ask you to quit your job and move to New York with me? 
Without any financial security? Without knowing me at all? Some women would have done 
it, but I could tell you weren’t that sort of woman.” 


“So you offered me a job I wasn’t qualified for so—what? You could convince me to date 
you? Use the position as a cover to make me your sugar baby? That’s not any better 
Aleksander.” 


“T wanted you to understand what my life entailed before considering anything further. And I 
knew that, even if you weren’t interested, this would be a valuable career opportunity at the 
very least. But I object to the notion that you aren’t qualified, Alina. I know there’s been a 
steep learning curve, but I knew you would be good at the job. Look at how well this 
evening’s gone. It’s been elegant and enjoyable. The guests are delighted. Even Liza can’t 
find anything critical to say.” 


It took an effort of will not to be mollified by his compliments. “That doesn’t really make 
things better, Aleksander. You didn’t hire me for my expertise. And now you’re my boss, and 
you say you want to be with me.” 


She let him gather her hands this time. “I want everything with you, Alina. And I know you 
want to be with me as well.” 


“T do.” It felt like the words had been pulled from her. A smile broke over his face, and he 
drew her into his arms, eyes heavy-lidded and fixed on her lips. She stopped him with a hand 
to his chest. 


“I do want you, Aleksander. But I’m still just so angry at you. And I don’t see a way 
forward.” She kept her eyes on her hand, not wanting to see any change in his expression. 


“Tt doesn’t have to be complicated, Alina. Just give me a chance. You’ll see how perfect we 
are together.” 


“But what if we aren’t. You’re my boss and my landlord. The last time I upset you, you iced 
me out. I don’t know if I can trust you. If either of us wanted out of a relationship, you would 
be totally unaffected, but my whole life would be ruined.” 


“T assure you,” he said, tone sardonic, “if you left me, Alina, I would be far from unaffected.” 
“You're purposely missing the point.” 


He sighed. “I’m sorry. Alina, look at me.” Two of his fingers brushed under her chin, 
bringing her eyes to his. “I realize I’ve put you in an impossible position. I’m used to my life 
going according to plan. I should have considered what a failed relationship might mean for 
you. And ordinarily I’m meticulous about thinking through every contingency. You— you 
draw me beyond the bounds of rationality.” 


She could not help but smirk up at him, half conspiratorial, half disdainful. “Is that your way 
of saying, ‘You just make me so crazy, baby’?” 


He rolled his eyes. “You’re right. I sound like such a self-absorbed ass.” He paused, looking 
at her with so much tenderness and vulnerability she wasn’t sure how she would manage to 
stay mad at him. “Just let me love you, Alina. Whatever else you need from me, I’ll do. Just 
give me the chance.” As she remained silent, he barrelled forward. “If you want me to find 


you another job, or give you one of my other apartments so you have your own place. Or we 
could just arrange for a really large bonus so you have plenty to fall back on—* 


She put a hand over his mouth. “There is no scenario where I let you pay me to date you.” 


He ran a hand over his face, let out a pained bark of laughter. “I really am sounding like such 
an ass tonight.” Meeting her gaze again, he seemed calmer, more in control. 


“Please think about it, Alinochka. Whatever I can do to make you feel secure, to convince 
you it’s worth it to be together, I’Il do. There’s nothing I wouldn’t do for you.” She realized, 
with a thrill that frightened her, that he meant those words literally. Still caught by his black 
eyes—so soft and yet so dark—she could not find it in herself to reject him. 


“T’ll think about it,” she said. He blew out a breath, shoulders dropping, clearly relieved. 


“Take all the time you need. Would you like me to cancel the trip to the shore? Or you could 
go, and I’ll stay in the city?” 


She paused, considering. “No. Let’s stick with the plan. Just, give me some space for a while. 
Let me think all this through on my own.” 


“Ok.” He dropped her hands, and she found herself infuriatingly reluctant to lose his touch. 
She stepped back nonetheless. 


“T think I’m going to head home.” 

“Do you want me to call Adrik?” 

“No, PI do it.” 

“Ok. Get some rest. Tonight really was your triumph, Alina.” 
“Thanks.” 


She gave him a closed-lipped smile and turned away. As she reached the top of the stairs, he 
called after her. 


“Alina!” 


She turned back to see him standing in the same posture, hands extended as though they still 
cupped hers. So handsome. So hopeful. 


“Please don’t make me wait too long.” His voice quivered, and she offered another tight 
smile. 


“T won’t,” she murmured. Then she turned and left. 
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They didn’t even make it out of the city before Alina realized that she had made a key 
strategic error. [van and Fedyor chose to drive their car. Because their garage was nearer 
David’s apartment than Aleksander’s house, they volunteered to pick David up. And because 
David had only been invited so that Genya could flirt with him, the latter had immediately 
declared her intent to ride with them, in a tone that vaguely suggested she was doing them a 
favor. 


All of which meant that Alina found herself alone in a car with Aleksander for the entirety of 
the five hour drive to his beach house. It turned out that agreeing to a vacation with one 
couple, one couple-in-all-but-name, and one boss who had made his desire to be a couple 
clear only the night before, was not conducive to a relaxing escape. 


She had half expected Aleksander to use the car service, even for a trip out of the city. 
Instead, she found him waiting for her on the sidewalk at 8 am sharp, coffees in hand, and 
leaning against a pale green Prius. The very plainness of the vehicle made her like him better 
somehow. If asked, she would have expected him to drive some eye-wateringly expensive jet 
black sportscar, with a model name she would have intentionally forgotten immediately after 
learning it. Instead of making such an ostentatious display, he greeted her with a slightly 
sheepish smile and helped her into his sensible commuter vehicle. 


As they pulled silently away from the curb, she filled the silence by verbalizing her surprise. 
“T wouldn’t have expected you to drive a Prius.” 

“Oh? What should I drive?” 

“T don’t know—a Ferrari or something. Something expensive. Maybe a Tesla.” 

He wrinkled his nose. “Even rich people can hate Elon Musk, Alina.” 


She couldn’t help but laugh and appreciate his pleased smile. After a moment, he continued. 
“T don’t actually like to drive that much. The car service fits my needs well enough and meets 
investors’ expectations. I bought a Prius early on because the hybrid engine was exciting, and 
I just kept it.” 


“T didn’t know you were interested in alternative energy.” 

“Why wouldn’t I be?” 

“Well, for one thing, everyone knows you’ve invested pretty significantly in oil companies.” 
“Not as significantly as is often reported. I also devote a hefty amount to renewables.” 

“Play the field?” 

“That’s just good business.” 

“T think that depends very much on how you define the word ‘good.’” 

He barked a harsh laugh that somehow conveyed delight rather than outrage. 


“Touché! So, Miss Starkova, shall I immediately divest my oil interests? I am at your 
command, my lady.” 


“You should because it’s right for the planet, not because I tell you to.” 


“I’m sure that’s very true, but I’m just a businessman. We worship the bottom line. I require 
guidance from someone more altruistic to improve myself.” 


“Are you trying to guilt me into dating you, or bribe me?” 
“Why not both?” 


He flashed her an unabashed grin, and she laughed again. His efforts at coercion ought to 
have angered her, but somehow she found them charming. What was wrong with her today? 
Last night she had been so firm. Perhaps it was his new honesty that so beguiled her. Or just 
his damn smile. Either way, this was a problem if she was already wavering half an hour into 
the trip. 


Surprisingly, Aleksander did not press his advantage. Instead he turned on the radio and 
engaged her in a trivial but invigorating debate about the merits of the classical music station 


(his preference, which Alina found completely unsurprising) against those of mainstream pop 
or classic rock (what could she say? Her tastes were changeable). 


Thus, in spite of its initially charged atmosphere, the drive flew past in relaxed conversation. 
As they crossed the border from New Hampshire into Maine, he began to regale her with 
historical trivia about their destination, Kennebunkport, a peaceful summer colony with a 
history of violent contestation between European colonists and indigenous nations, that was 
finally devastated by a fire in the 1940s before settling into picturesque placidity. Apparently 
the Bushes had a family home there. So pretty comprehensively cursed, in Alina’s view. 
Aleksander laughed again when she inadvertently said that aloud, and replied, “Certainly, but 
it’s better than Martha’s Vineyard.” She couldn’t really argue with that. 


As they left the interstate, Alina sat up and looked about, rolling down the window in hopes 
of catching her first whiff of the ocean breeze. The highway became a street, and they soon 
crossed a river into an old town center, full of brightly painted shops and venerable public 
buildings. They followed a winding road out of the commercial area, and before long the 
ocean came into view in the gaps between large old houses. 


They pulled in beside a predictably vast Victorian, a hulking structure in the center of a large 
lawn, with a central tower and widow’s walk along the rooftop. The drive ran behind the 
house, where they pulled into a free-standing garage. Only when Alina climbed out of the car 
and, waved ahead by Aleksander who was seeing to the luggage, wandered out of the garage, 
did she realize that the back garden offered its own magnificent view of the sea. The garden 
gate opened onto a footpath which, if Alina’s guess were correct, led down to the shore half a 
mile below. She took a moment to collect herself, sighing deeply and closing her eyes to 
drink in the salt air, the shrieks of gulls, and, faint but persistent, the lulling whoosh of the 
waves. 


Turning back to the house as she heard Aleksander’s boots crunch on the gravel, she noted 
that the back garden, too, was mostly lawn, interspersed with beds of budding roses. 
Aleksander watched her with a vague smile about his lips, his arms full of their bags. A wave 
of contentment swept over her, a gentle sense of sparkling possibility accompanied by delight 
that she inhabited this moment, with the delicate dance of a tentative courtship ahead. This 
man, with all his contradictions, this overwhelmingly powerful man with every advantage 
nature, luck, and diligence could provide, who bought outrageous, ostentatious houses but 
drove a sensible car, who employed thousands but carried his own luggage. This man would 
make the dance unforgettable. 


With a smile—intentionally aloof—she crossed to him, and they made their way to the back 
door together. Aleksander dropped his bag to pull out a keychain, unlocking both the latch 
and deadbolt. That was when she registered the absence of other cars. 


“How did we beat everyone here? They were supposed to leave at 7.” 


“Fedyor has to stop at every single produce stand, and Ivan insists on visiting his favorite 
antique shop. And Genya won’t eat fast food, so they’Il have stopped somewhere for lunch.” 


This reminded Alina that she had not eaten lunch, and her stomach gave an audible growl, 
which elicited a smirk from Aleksander. 


“Come on. Let’s put the bags away and find some food. The housekeeper will have left us 
something to eat.” 


They entered through a mud room and a gleaming kitchen with white cabinets and a massive 
antique range. Then a wood-panelled passage led into a large dining room and, on its far side, 
a bright and open front room. 


The house was some hybrid of Victorian antique and beach hideaway that should not have 
worked. The intricate furniture was made of pale unstained wood or painted white. Gauzy 
window treatments fluttered in the slightest breeze, and deep armchairs piled with cushions 
begged visitors to curl up with a book and a drink. The decorator had not gone so far as to 
strew the place with shells, sailors’ knots, and sea glass, but the airiness of the space and the 
glimpses of water in the landscapes on the walls nonetheless set the appropriate mood. Where 
was this decorator when the New York house had been furnished, she wondered. 


Aleksander led her up to the top of the central stair and down a hall to the back of the house. 
He accompanied her into a massive bedroom with wide bay windows and a four-poster bed 
that seemed to be made of driftwood. She crossed to the windows, finding a sublime view of 
the sea, rough and grey today, foam flecked and dotted with the sails of a few intrepid 
vessels. 


Taking another glance about the room, she turned back to where Aleksander still lingered in 
the doorway. 


“Did you put me in the master bedroom?” 

At this, he transformed from content lord of the manor to sheepish schoolboy. 
“T wanted you to see the view.” 

“And were you hoping to join me in enjoying the view?” 

“Only if you felt particularly lonesome.” 

“Well, I don’t. So perhaps you would leave and let me change?” 


He departed with a good grace, and she laughed as the door clicked shut behind him. Why 
was she so happy? He was as extravagant and manipulative as ever. He had clearly arranged 
their plans so that they would have hours alone together. And that was his version of not 
pressuring her. She ought to be livid. 


But then she understood: she was not afraid of him any longer. Still entranced and 
overwhelmed, of course, but for the first time in their relationship, she felt that she had the 
upper hand. She had all the power. The knowledge was rather intoxicating, and she laughed 
again. Suddenly his machinations seemed rather adorable. 


In this mood of unfamiliar buoyancy, she changed into an old maxi dress and oversized 
cardigan and skipped down the steps to dig up some lunch. 
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She found Aleksander already in the kitchen, slicing a loaf of bread while a saucepan on the 
range emitted a tempting fragrance. She sat at one of the stools by the kitchen island, and he 
passed her a bowl of lentil chilli along with an extravagantly buttered slice of the bread. She 
broke it into pieces and dipped it in the soup, which tasted as good as it smelled. Aleksander 
prepared his own bow] and sat beside her. 


They ate in an unaccountably companionable silence. When Alina had finished, she put her 
bowl in the dishwasher and announced, “I’m going to walk down to the beach.” 


“May I join you?” His dark eyes were suddenly puppyish, an expression which must have 
been entirely artificial and yet suited him unfairly well. 


She smiled at him, bemused and irritated at once, and, overtaken by a surge of mischief, said, 
“No” in her most cheerful tone. She slipped out the back door to the sound of his rueful 
chuckle. 


Of course, her burst of conceited independence meant she had left without her phone, 
notebook, and windbreaker. The breeze was biting but not too uncomfortable in her cardigan, 
and so she set off down the footpath, determined to claim an hour or two of peaceful 
contemplation. 


Alas, peaceful contemplation meant thinking of Aleksander. Delighted as she was at her 
newfound confidence, the fundamental issues in their relationship still remained. He was her 
employer and her landlord. He had all the practical power, even if she had the relational 


upper hand. She held that position because he mostly refused to exert his power to coerce 
her. 


Why was that a problem? If he was decent enough not to coerce her, why shouldn’t she be 
with him if she wanted him? It left her vulnerable, of course. If they broke up, she could lose 
her livelihood. If they stayed together, she could lose herself, shaped into a trophy wife for 
his purposes. Even acknowledging that explicitly did not alarm her as much as it should. 
Aleksander made her feel so safe. Not comfortable, but protected. But could she trust that, in 
the long term, he would love her for who she was? 


Well, that was the question, really. Not one she could answer today, or next week. What she 
had to determine was whether a leap of faith was warranted or not. 


No problem. 


Sighing, she stood from the little hollow she had found in the sand and, taking one last long 
look at the ocean, made her way back up the footpath. She felt clearer, if still burdened and 
bewildered. 


If Alina had hoped for some space from Aleksander after the others arrived—which, to her 
own surprise, she hadn’t—she would have been disappointed. They blew into the house 
around three, bringing ebullient greetings. Fedyor treated her to a long soliloquy about his 
farmer’s market discoveries, intercut with a surprising monologue from Ivan about an antique 
Victorian writing desk (Ivan, it turned out, approached haggling for antiques with the same 
militant intensity he applied to Aleksander’s safety). The group then scattered to their rooms 
to change and shower and nap, leaving Alina and Aleksander alone in the sitting room 
together. Alina scribbled in her notebook while Aleksander did something on a tablet. She 
kept pausing her pen mid-sentence to watch his brow furrow as he absorbed some new 
information, or the way his crow’s feet deepened when something pleased him. 


So absorbed was she in these details that it took her a moment to realize he was no longer 
staring at his iPad but at her. He smirked as she flushed crimson and searched for some way 
to distract him. She decided to take the offense. 


“Aren’t you supposed to be on vacation?” 

“Which is why I’m reviewing investment proposals instead of answering email.” 

She rolled her eyes. “That’s not the point of vacation, Aleksander. You’re supposed to relax.” 
“This is relaxing. Comparatively.” 

“Not relaxing enough.” 

“Then what should I be doing?” 


“T don’t know—teading for fun. Napping. Going to the beach. Something restful and 
entertaining.” 


“But I’m so bad at rest, Alina.” She opened her mouth to argue more, but he leaned back and 
halted her with a distinctly mischievous smile. “Perhaps you’ll have to help me. Entertain 
me, Alina.” 


At this, she rolled her eyes and flounced out of the room, his warm laugh following her all 
the way up the stairs. 


She was not permitted much time in solitude, however, for a quarter hour later Genya burst 
through the door and proclaimed it time to dress for dinner. Dressing for a formal meal had 
not figured into Alina’s packing for a beach getaway, which had, she was forced to 
acknowledge, been naive. 


Genya was completely unsurprised, though, rolling her eyes and producing a black halter- 
neck jumpsuit with a self-congratulatory air. At least, Alina thought as she was subjected to 
the curling iron and a legion of makeup brushes, she wouldn’t have to squeeze into a ball 
gown for a few more weeks. 


As they made their way downstairs, Genya regaled her with details about all the things they 
always did on these trips. 


“Dinner out the first night—you’ll /ove this place, Lina. The vegetarian options are divine— 
but most nights we’ll do dinner on the grill or Fedyor will cook for us. He found some cheese 
at a farm stand he won’t shut up about, and I think he wants to make fondue out of it. 
Anyway, then tomorrow is spa day.” 


“Genya, perhaps you should let Alina decide what she wants to do with her vacation.” 


Aleksander’s voice was amused, but something stern colored his tone. Genya appeared 
uncharacteristically abashed, making Alina think that the two had had a prior discussion. She 
glanced curiously between them, then, noticing the way Genya’s mouth pinched in 
disappointment, put in, “I wouldn’t mind a trip to the spa—maybe just for part of the day, 
though?” 


Both smiled at her, Aleksander’s look so soft it made her melt a bit. 


“If you’re sure, Alina. You’ve earned this vacation. Don’t let us impose on your rest or 
writing time.” 


She nodded, feeling decisive. “I won’t.” 
“Good. Now, will you two ride with me?” 


Genya glanced up the stairs. “I?ll wait for the others. Ivan will probably forget where the 
restaurant is.” 


Alina smirked, knowing this was Genya’s way of saying she would wait for David. 
Aleksander shot her a conspiratorial glance, which quickly tilted into a smug grin. “Well, 
then, Alina, shall we?” 


So once again she found herself alone with him in a car. 


The host at the restaurant—a cozy spot with an open hearth and log-lined walls, the perfect 
balance of rustic and stylish—greeted Aleksander on sight. 


“Mr. Morozova! How delightful to see you. Let me find a table for you and your lovely 
companion.” The man’s gaze on her was curious, but not so fixed as to be rude. Alina resisted 
the urge to shrink behind Aleksander. 


“There’ll be six of us, actually, Tom. The others are on the way.” 
“Wonderful. Let me seat you in the garden, then.” 


The table he led them to was nestled beneath a wisteria arbor, overlooking a large pond. 
Alina sat under a heat lamp, but Aleksander still offered her his jacket. She briefly wondered 
if Genya had sent her out in a sleeveless outfit intentionally to facilitate this moment. Then 
she laughed at herself and nodded her acceptance. 


Aleksander actually stood up and stepped behind her chair to drape his blazer around her 
shoulders. His hands lingered. She could smell his cologne on the soft wool, and she felt 
dizzied, entirely encompassed by him. 


Then Tom returned to the patio, Fedyor and Genya at his heals. Aleksander’s hands tightened 
on her shoulders for an instant, but then he was gone, back to his own seat. For a moment, 
she wished that she had said yes the night before, that it were just the two of them in this 
place, beginning their romance. She set that feeling aside, promising to revisit it later, and 
turned to ask Fedyor something about the local specialties. 


That dinner set the tone for the week: merry chatter, laughter, a sense of inclusion in spite of 
Alina’s lingering sense of uncertainty about whether she belonged. And all throughout, the 
heavy awareness of Aleksander’s presence, his gaze warm on her, his low, rumbling laugh 
always distinguishable. She forced herself not to look at him. 


The same was true the next day, when they all gathered on the deck after spa appointments 
for a decadent al fresco lunch. And the next day, as they hiked along the shore, and the day 
after as they perused the shops downtown before consuming a mountain of shellfish and 
cormn-on-the-cob and cornbread at a hole-in-the-wall that dumped the food directly onto the 
butcher-paper-covered tables. Alina, whose vegetarianism was born more of a childhood 
obsession with Charlotte s Web than any ethical or scientific conviction, ate her weight in 
mussels and lobster. 


She had a lot of time to herself in the midst of the festivities, to walk along the beach and 
think and write. She realized halfway through that she had expected some kind of revelation 
—that she would reach a new self-understanding, or that Aleksander would do something to 
either alienate her or dissolve all her concerns. But none of that happened. 


On the fifth day, when they were all out on Aleksander’s boat, she found herself oddly 
detached from everything around her. After days—perhaps weeks—of internal tension, torn 
between happiness and fear, she felt numb and untethered. 


She sat on top of the low cabin roof on the sleek little sailing yacht. When Genya had 
mentioned “the yacht,” Alina had felt only horror at the idea of some gold-plated monstrosity, 
but the vessel wasn’t much larger than the little fishing boats she’d been watching off the 
coast all week. Instead of a white-uniformed crew, Aleksander piloted the craft himself, with 
Ivan and David's eager assistance. 


Alina had only ever been on a motorboat before, and that only once at a friend’s family lake 
house. It had been noisy and hectic, and she had hated it. Sailing was something completely 
different: a subtle knife slicing the waves, the only sounds the snap of sails and creek of 
ropes, and beneath it the continuous rush of waves leaping up the sides of the boat. She knew 
she was not the first to compare sailing to flight, but the cliche was certainly apt. That lulling 
sensation of skimming onward carried by the breeze only contributed to her inner 
detachment. 


Below her, Aleksander stood at the captain’s wheel, breeze-ruffled hair lifted slightly off the 
collar of his crisp white shirt. She let herself stare at him for once, since he couldn’t see her. 


She wanted that man—every part of her unequivocally wanted him and had from the moment 
they met. He was brilliant. He was beautiful and clever, and he saw her. 


The problem, of course, was what she couldn’t see—the depths of him which he had not and 
likely would not reveal until it was too late. What secrets must one so prosperous hide? What 
could he really see in her? An easy mark? A possession to collect and then grow bored with 
once the thrill of the chase had passed? 


Or perhaps he was as he seemed: well-intentioned, sincere, as close to perfect as a human 
could get? Wasn’t it worth the risk? To live a life she had never even imagined possible for an 
orphan from a forgotten corner of the Great Plains? The worst that could happen—well the 
worst that could happen was for her heart to be stomped to pieces and never recover. But she 
was already pretty screwed up on her own. Wasn’t it worth the gamble? 


Just then, Fedyor hollered something from the stern, and Aleksander whipped his head 
around to answer. His nose was slightly pink under the spring sun, an endearing contrast to 
his designer sunglasses and perfectly dishevelled hair. He grinned up at her, not smirking or 
knowing, just the happy smile of a boy playing with his favorite toy. 


Yeah—it was probably worth the risk. 


That evening, as Alina sprawled on a sofa, over-full of Fedyor’s homemade lobster ravioli, 
Genya came and sat on her feet. 


“Hey, can I join you?” 


“Be my guest.” Alina cocked an eyebrow, too lazy and content to point out that Genya had 
already made herself comfortable. 


“So, are you having a good vacation?” 


“Yeah, it’s been great.” 

“Good. That’s good.” 

“You?” 

“Oh, yes. I always love visiting here.” 
“T can see why—it’s beautiful.” 
“Yeah.” 


There’s an awkward pause. Genya stared at the burning log in the hearth, and Alina stared at 
her, knowing instinctively that there was more to be said between them. After a moment, she 
realized that she would have to be the one to talk first. 


“You seem to really enjoy planning our outings. I’m usually so lazy on vacation, it’s fun to 
have things to do as a group.” 


Genya’s eyes dropped to the floor, and she laced her fingers in the tassels of a throw pillow. 
“Yeah. I— When I was a kid, we didn’t have a lot. My dad—he couldn’t hold down a job for 
—for a lot of reasons, and my mom felt like she had to stay home with me and my siblings, 
so I spent all my breaks working retail or service jobs just to help out. Other kids would come 
back from summer break with stories about camp or Disney or visiting big cities. I would 
always make things up. I would say that we went hiking in the mountains, or visited family in 
Europe. Or that some friends and I went to the shore. Made-up friends, because I was the 
poor kid nobody really wanted to talk to. But I promised myself that when I grew up, I would 
get a good job and have nice clothes and take real vacations with real friends. And now I’m 
here and— I just never get used to it, you know?” 


Alina thought about her own childhood, about the occasional trips to special camps for foster 
children or the weekends away with college friends where she always ended up spending 
more than she wanted on things she didn’t really want to do. How far she’d come, to this 
beautiful house, with this woman making the effort to share something real with her. She 
reached for Genya’s hand. 


“Yeah. I get that.” 


She woke the next morning feeling more grounded than she had—since arriving in New 
York? Since starting her last job? Honestly, she couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt 
this way. She wasn’t tired or dreading the day. She didn’t instantly reach for her phone 
hoping for some news to be joyful about, or just for a distraction to drown out her anxiety. 
She lay there, alert but relaxed, enjoying how the warm morning light streamed through the 
gauzy curtains. The decision that had loomed over her all week felt more like an opportunity: 
how would she craft her life? What world would she choose? What chances would she take? 
Instinctively, she knew that today was a day for decisions. 


The clock on her bedside table read half past six. She stood up, stretching her arms up to the 
sky and down to her toes, then took a very long, hot shower. When she stepped out, she 
moisturised her whole body and put serum in her hair before braiding it loosely. She dressed 
in her most comfortable pair of jeans and her favorite blue pullover. 


As she descended the stairs, she could hear quiet voices in the kitchen. Preferring her 
solitude, she slipped out the front door and circled around to the beach path. She walked 
along the tideline a long ways, letting the cold water tickle her bare feet. Then she sat on a 
dune, scribbled a little bit in her notebook. Aleksander’s offer lurked at the edges of her 
mind, but she refused to face the choice head-on yet. Instead, she let her uncertainties linger 
and absorbed her conscious thoughts in writing and re-writing a sonnet about the sea. It was 
dreadful, but puzzling over minor adjustments to diction and metre proved an effective 
distraction. 


Eventually she grew bored of the task and glanced at her phone. 8 am. Too early to call Zoya, 
with the time difference. But she felt a sudden, desperate need to talk to someone. 


As if by some miraculous summons, a text from Nina appeared on her lock screen. 
N: How’s the vacation? 
N: Hope everything with the gala went well. 
N: Let me know if u ever want 2 talk 
N: Seems like u have lots going on. 


Not permitting herself to second guess, Alina unlocked her phone and hit call. Nina picked 
up on the second ring. 


“Hey, girlie!” 
Her cheerful tone filled Alina simultaneously with guilt and relief. 
“Hi Nina. Is this an ok time to talk?” 


“Of course! I’m so glad to hear from you. I’ve been a little worried about you since you left 
my place.” 


“T’m so sorry I didn’t reach out before this. It’s been—” 
“Super crazy, I bet. I saw your gala mentioned in the Times. Sounds like it went well?” 


“Yeah, I think so. I mean, I’m not sure what qualifies as well, but there weren’t any disasters 
at least.” 


“For a first gala, I think that qualifies.” After a pause, she added, “Anything else going on?” 


“T think I— I know I owe you an explanation about why I needed to crash with you.” 


“You don’t owe me anything, Alina.” 
“No—I want to explain. I kind of need someone to talk to.” 


And explain she did, in a slow trickle of words, and then a deluge: her first meeting with 
Aleksander, the club, the kiss, her total mortification, her fight with Genya, her conversations 
with Aleksander, her confusion. 


“T just don’t know what to do, you know? Like, I dike him. Clearly. I’ve tried to kiss him 
twice. But this whole situation has been such a head trip, and I just don’t know if I can trust 
him. And I need to be able to trust him, right? I’d be crazy to jeopardize my future over a 
relationship with a man I’m not sure I trust. Plus, he’s my boss, and my landlord. There’s 
such a huge power differential. And he’s loaded! Like, he’s smart and funny and nice to me, 
and gives away lots of money to charity. But he’s definitely too rich to be a good person, 
right?” 


Nina was silent for a long moment, making sure that Alina was done ranting. Then, she 
replied slowly. “Look, Alina, I can’t tell you what the right thing to do is here. There are 
clearly a lot of red flags—you’re not wrong about that. There is a big power differential, and 
the circumstances are weird, and he is super rich. But clearly none of those things have 
stopped you wanting to be with him.” 


“Does that make me stupid? Or selfish and greedy? Like, we’re supposed to eat the rich, not 
date them.” 


“T mean, I decorate houses for the rich, so I’d be a hypocrite if I shamed you for dating 
somebody with money.” Nina paused again, then continued. “I think it’s important you know 
that there’s not a single right answer here. Everyone’s values are different, and you need to 
decide what you care about most. And you can change your mind about that. Sure, breaking 
up with him could make life hard for a while, but that doesn’t mean you won’t be able to 
make that choice. You’re not signing your life away if you decide to go out.” 


“Yeah. I guess not.” 


“If you’re looking for some guarantee of a perfect relationship, you’!l never find one. 
Sometimes people make it sound like who to date is a black or white decision, like there’s a 
checklist that can ensure things will be healthy. But life’s not like that. Starting a new 
relationship is always a risk. You have to be willing to try, to fight for the relationship you 
want. If you wait for the perfect circumstances to just appear, you’ ll be waiting a long time. 
Life isn’t perfect, you know?” 


“Yeah. I guess you’re right.” 
“You just have to decide if this relationship is worth the risk to you.” 
Alina sucked in a deep breath. “That’s the question, isn’t it?” 


“Can’t answer that one for you.” 


“This helps, though. Thanks, Nina.” 


“T’m glad. I’ve got to head to a meeting, so I’m gonna go, but let me know how everything 
turns out, ok?” 


“Will do.” And she meant it. It was a relief to know she had one friend in New York who 
wasn’t paid by Aleksander (anymore) and just wanted what was best for her. 


She hung up and sat there, staring at the ocean, Nina’s words echoing in her mind. Life isnt 
perfect. Not that she needed to be told that after years in foster care, but even so. She had 
been caught between the fantastical elements of life with Aleksander—his personal beauty 
and charm, the beautiful houses and fancy clothes, the ease with which necessities were 
invariably provided—and the abstract ideal of a relationship in her own mind, some perfectly 
equal partnership with a man not too much older or richer, suitably progressive, supportive of 
her art, eager to make her life easier. Someone who made her feel secure. 


Aleksander did make her feel secure, and he clearly wanted to take care of her, but everything 
about him and his life was so overwhelming that it also left her terrified. She felt out of 
control, torn between the sense that outrageous happiness was just within her grasp and the 
certainty that the situation was too good to be true. Perhaps it was—wasn’t it worth it to find 
that out for herself this time? Was the possibility of making a mistake so terrible that she 
shouldn’t even try to build something beautiful? 


And Nina was right: whatever Alina decided now, it wasn’t definitive. That was the point of 
dating, wasn’t it? To find out if a relationship worked? She would learn more about 
Aleksander, find out if they suited each other. She could ask more about where his money 
came from and learn if she could reconcile herself to being with someone so unfathomably 
wealthy. She wanted to try. 


When she stood at last, dusting sand from the seat of her jeans and making her way back 
uphill to the house, she could not claim any certainty, but she felt ready to make her choice. 
All that remained was to speak to Aleksander. 


As the group crowded around the table on the back deck, sipping coffee and ignoring the 
remnants of one last lobster dinner, Aleksander stepped away. He leaned on the railing, 
watching the seagulls wheeling above the waves, black against the red glare of the setting 
sun. 


Alina had intended to get him alone that evening for a long conversation. To discuss logistics 
and boundaries, how her work might evolve and how a relationship would be perceived by 
his friends and—horror of horrors—by the media. But as she watched him standing alone, 
those questions seemed trivial. Her desire became a decision. She stood up and crossed to 
him. As she settled next to him, arms folded against the rail, she sensed his body stiffen. Both 
knew that this moment would be definitive. 


Keeping her own gaze fixed on the waves far below them, she spoke. 


“Aleksander.” 


“Yes, Alina.” 
“When we return to New York, you may take me on a date.” 


He didn’t speak. His body sagged against the railing, and then, slowly, he turned to face her. 
She mirrored his movement. When she saw the smile that had overtaken his face, she knew 
that she had made the right decision. Pure joy. Had anyone ever looked at her that way 
before? So delighted in her existence, in her acceptance? Perhaps her parents on the day she 
was born. But certainly never once in all her life since. She beamed back, overflowing with 
affection for this absurd man who had the world at his feet and, for some reason she still 
could not understand, wanted to share it with her. 
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The promised date had to wait until the next Sunday, which was Aleksander’s only free day. 
As he explained to Alina, they could have snuck in a lunch or dinner sooner, but he wanted 

the time to focus on her exclusively, and given his schedule, carving out that time proved a 

difficult feat. 


He refused to tell her where they were going, but he instructed her to dress casually and 
warmly, and so Alina rejected Genya’s offer to help her get ready. She felt closer to Genya 
lately, but somehow having someone else dress her on this occasion felt inauthentic. She 
wanted to be entirely herself. 


She still did her makeup in the painstakingly subtle way Genya had taught her and made 
some feeble efforts at curling her hair. She felt silly and self-conscious, but not necessarily in 


an unpleasant way. Wasn’t this a normal girl thing, jittery primping before a date? Enjoy this, 
she ordered herself. You ’/] remember this, so make it a pleasant memory. 


Abandoning her curling iron in favor of her closet, she refused to deliberate over her outfit 
too long. Instead, she pulled on her favorite pair of old boyfriend jeans, comfortable ankle 
boots, and an oversized cashmere sweater—impossibly soft, and its fawn color brought out 
the warmth in her skin. She shoved her lipstick and phone in her purse, pulled on a black 
overcoat (also cashmere), leather gloves, and a bulky black and gold scarf. 


Aleksander met her in the living room. They had both taken to lounging there in the 
evenings, now that Nina had transformed it into a comfortable and inviting space full of 
Persian rugs and velvet sofas. He smiled brightly at her when she entered, as usual stealing 
her breath, and guided her down to the car with a warm hand at her back. It still caught her 
off guard how much his presence overwhelmed her. As she took her seat in the waiting town 
car, she found that she was practically vibrating with nerves. But as he slid in beside her and 
settled his large hand on her knee, something within her settled. This was right. This was 
worth it. This was, if nothing else, a story she would tell for many years to come. 


By the time the car pulled in at the gates of the New York Botanical Gardens, they had fallen 
into relaxed conversation. Aleksander avoided mentioning anything related to work, which 
she appreciated. Instead, he asked about her time at university and her experience growing up 
in the midwest, and in turn he told her a bit more about his own childhood. 


She knew that he had grown up poor, raised by a single mother in New York City. Those 
details were mentioned in almost every article about him or his company. But he had never 
spoken of the details of his life. She drank it in as he pointed out the absurdly fancy prep 
school where he had been a scholarship student and the park nearly a mile away that he had 
jogged to every day at lunch, to hide the fact that he didn’t have anything to eat. He smiled as 
he recalled how his mother, whom he referred to as Baghra, hated to cook and refused to 
expend their meagre funds on cafeteria lunches. She didn’t understand why that brought a 
fond expression to his face, but she smiled back at him nonetheless. Those sorts of struggles 
—hunger; marginalization; the way a teenager, or an adult, for that matter, would go to 
extreme lengths to preserve their pride—those things, she understood. 


Her heart leapt as she saw the sign for the Gardens, then fell again as she noted the “Closed” 
placard hanging on the gates. Aleksander merely chuckled at her disappointed pout. 


“Don’t worry. They’ll open the gates for us.” 
“Did you have the entire garden shut down just for our date?” 


He cocked an eyebrow, clearly absurdly pleased with himself in spite of his display of 
nonchalance. “Were you expecting anything less?” 


“T suppose not. You realize that this is not the sort of thing a normal person does, right?” 


“When have I ever claimed to be normal, Alina?” 


She didn’t have an answer that would wipe the smug expression off his face, and so she 
contented herself with a shove to his shoulder. If anything, it made him look even more self- 
satisfied. 


A moment later, the gates swung open, and the car pulled into a parking lot—empty but for a 
couple of cars in the staff spots. Alina had learned by now to stay in her seat as Aleksander 
stepped out and circled the car to open her door. In truth, the gesture strained her patience, 
but it also warmed her. She hated how he manipulated her, but she loved that he took care of 
her. She suspected that learning to disentangle those two things would be the central 
challenge of their relationship. For now, she could stay in her seat twenty seconds longer, 
while Aleksander stretched to his full height, smoothed his hair, adjusted the buttons of his 
overcoat, and circled the car to hand her out. Though if he looked any less delectable while 
doing so, she certainly would have put her foot down and climbed out on her own. 


“So,” he asked, when she had gained her feet, her hand still clasped in his. ““Where to first? 
The conservatory? The forest? Perhaps you’d like to walk over to the rose garden?” 


They settled on the rose garden, enjoying the long meander to the far side of the Gardens. It 
all felt very normal, apart from the unusual emptiness of the grounds. As self-conscious as 
she was about the extravagance of such a gesture, she found she loved the space and privacy. 
There was something not just relaxing but almost sacred about being the only two people in a 
beautiful place. She felt very present, to the bright chill of the spring day, the beauty of the 
plants and birds around them, the brightness of Aleksander’s smile, and the warmth of his 
hand, still clasping hers. She felt hungry to know more of him—every detail of his life 
history, every thought that crossed his mind. And she wanted him to know all of her. 


It was a curious balance of contentment and hunger which she had never before experienced. 
She had loved Mal—or at one point, she would have claimed to. Perhaps she thought she had 
because he already knew all the details of her miserable childhood. She had never wished to 
share those details with someone, had never felt able to entrust them voluntarily to another 
person. But now she wanted to tell it all to Aleksander. 


So she told him. About her parents’ death in a drunk driving accident when she was 4. About 
the extended family who didn’t want to take her, and didn’t even care enough to keep in 
touch. About bouncing between foster homes, the caregivers who yo-yoed between excessive 
affection and careless indifference. About the hand-me-down clothes and the comments about 
her race and the struggle to keep her grades up in spite of her unpredictable home life. About 
Anna Kuya and her big old Victorian house full of children. About meeting Mal and finally 
feeling like she had a family. 


Aleksander just listened, nodding or making sounds of sympathy, occasionally asking a 
question. He never interrupted, never tried to bring the subject back to his life, or to correct 
her impressions, or to offer some useless performance of indignation on her behalf. At times 
his hand would tighten around hers—not in an uncomfortable expression of his distress at the 
more sordid details, but simply to reassure her of his presence. 


“Enough about me,” she said at last. ““Tell me more about you.” 


“What about me?” 


“Anything. Tell me more about your family. Is it just you and your mother?” 


“Indeed. We probably have some extended family back in Russia, but we’re not in contact. 
I’ve had a lot of people claiming to be family reach out to me since the company took off. 
But my investigators have never been able to verify a familial connection. And Baghra hates 
talking about her family.” 


“That’s too bad. I’ve always regretted not knowing much about my family. Not that I want 
them in my life, if they don’t want me. But it would be nice to know more about where my 
parents came from.” 


“T understand that feeling. But I’ve never minded being on my own. And I’ve been able to 
visit my mother’s hometown a few times.” 


“Did your mother come with you?” 


“No. She never wanted to go back. Of course, she could talk for days about how much better 
Russia is than the U.S., but she doesn’t actually regret leaving. She just likes to criticize... 
well, everything.” 


They both chuckled at that. 
“Do you see her often?” 


“Not often, but she still lives in New York. She’ll probably come to one of our galas 
eventually and you’ll have the dubious pleasure of meeting her.” 


“T’ll look forward to it.” 


“Don’t. You will be horrified and disappointed. Best to keep your expectations as low as 
possible.” 


While his tone was light, even amused, Alina couldn't help but suspect some bitterness 
underneath. 


“Tt must have been difficult to grow up with someone like that. Some of my foster parents 
were hyper-critical that way.” 


He shrugged. “It made me stronger. She taught me that no one would ever hand me anything. 
That if I wanted something, I had to take it. And she taught me that wanting can make us 
weak—to be aware of my vulnerabilities and not let anyone exploit them.” 


She was silent for a while. He had been careful not to impose his opinions on her own 
childhood stories, but she couldn’t hold back her thoughts at this. 


“That sounds like a very lonely way to view the world.” 


He shrugged. “Perhaps. It’s brought me this far, though.” 


“T suppose so.” She decided not to press further. They had reached the rose garden, and so 
she dragged him from bush to bush, comparing the scents and colours and occasionally 
demanding his opinion on them. He seemed to enjoy rendering contrary verdicts. 


“Too bright.” 
“The scent is rather cloying, don’t you think?” 
“Tt’s pink.” 


And each time he did, Alina had the curious delight of arguing back, using as many ad 
hominem attacks as possible. 


“T’m sorry. I forgot all the roses would have to be black and smell exclusively of pine and 
frost to make you happy.” 


“Flowers don’t compliment your Prince of Darkness aesthetic, do they?” 


And so, before she knew it, two hours had passed. When Alina’s stomach actually ruambled— 
Was she living in a romance novel now?—Aleksander suggested they head to the grill, which 
was as blessedly empty as the rest of the gardens. The chef had apparently concocted a 
special menu for the occasion, and so she had only to sit back, sip her wine, and enjoy the 
sensation of Aleksander’s thumb dragging across her knuckles as the waiter brought out 
course after course of delectable dishes. And all of it vegetarian: Aleksander, unlike Mal, 
paid attention to details like that. 


After lunch, they decided to wander the conservatory—slowly, because Alina was verging on 
over-full. Aleksander, by contrast, claimed he could have eaten three more desserts, although 
he had demolished an entire slice of cheesecake and half of her creme brilée as well. She 
wasn’t certain why those details—his sweet tooth, his refusal to wear color, his way of 
running his fingers through his hair when lost in thought—all endeared him to her so much. 
Perhaps she was desperately searching for signs of his humanity to justify all that she felt for 
him. Or perhaps she truly did care for him as a person. Perhaps she was entranced by his 
human foibles, and not by the glamor of the powerful man which, she knew now, he had 
carefully cultivated. 


She mused on the significance of that distinction as they drove home together in 
companionable silence, her head resting on his shoulder. If she really loved him as a person, 
down to his twisted, buried roots, then all of this would, indeed, be worth the risk. The 
challenge lay in excavating those hidden places. After today, she thought he might actually 
let her. 


When they arrived back at the townhouse, she had intended to ask if he had time for a cup of 
tea in the library. That plan fled when Genya met them at the door, worry creasing her 
otherwise flawless face. It took a lot to make Genya actually look concerned. 


“What’s going on?” she asked immediately but received only a head shake and a false smile 
in response. 


“Nothing to worry about, Alina. I just have a PR matter to discuss with Mr. Morozova.” 


Aleksander’s mouth pinched in displeasure at the interruption, but when he turned to Alina, 
his expression was calm once more. 


“I’m sorry for the interruption, Alinochka.” He squeezed the hand which he had once again 
kept hold of after helping her out of the car. “Thank you for a perfect morning.” 


“Thank you. I really enjoyed it.” 


She wanted to kiss him, wanted to end what had indeed been a perfect date with some gesture 
of intimacy. But it felt far too awkward with Genya standing there. The romance had fled, 
and now it was like she was just his employee again, and she was clearly in the way. 


“T’ll let you two talk.” She withdrew her hand and slipped inside, not looking back. 


“Wait, Alina.” She turned around to find Aleksander, the door swinging shut behind him as 
Genya waited outside. 


“T really am sorry. I wasn’t ready for our date to end yet.” 
“T wasn’t either.” 


He gave her one of his self-satisfied grins. “Oh? What do you imagine might have happened 
next?” 


“Oh, nothing exciting. I was just going to ask if you wanted to wanted a cup of tea.” 


“Ts that all?” His tone remained light, but he stepped closer, so that he loomed over her, 
hunger in his eyes. 


“Yes,” she said, taking a prim step backward. Her heel caught on the bottom of the staircase, 
and she hopped up to the first step, which brought her closer to his eye level. 


“Much as I enjoy a cup of tea, Alinochka, I confess I had other plans.” 
“Oh?” Her voice was growing embarrassingly breathy. 


“Mm.” He looped an arm around her waist and pulled her slightly towards him so that her 
chest rested against his, their noses nearly touching. “My plans involved something less 
innocent,” he murmured. And then he was kissing her. Finally, he was the one kissing her. It 
was exactly as perfect as she had imagined: firm, skilful, hungry. One hand wove into her 
hair, pulling her even closer. She wanted it to last forever. Then, with a sigh, he drew back, 
his hands clasping both of hers before he released her entirely. 


“Go with me to the opera on Friday?” he asked, 


“T would like that.” 


“Good.” The grin he gave her was boyish and devastating. She wondered if he had practiced 
that smile, or if it came to him naturally. 


Then he stepped back outside. She stood there for a moment, awkwardly poised on the 
bottom step, wanting to extend the moment. Then she heaved a sigh and wandered into the 
kitchen to make some coffee. She would take a tray up to her office and spend the rest of the 
day writing. 


When she climbed into bed that night, after a highly successful afternoon of restructuring her 
novel’s second act and a pleasant chat with Fedyor over a late dinner, she thought that this 
might have been the best day of her life. She awoke the next morning in the same bubble of 
bliss, wondering if being with Aleksander might turn out to be as perfect as she had 
imagined. 


Hard-won experience, though, had taught her that it is the nature of bubbles to pop and the 
nature of life to fall short of the ideal. So she was barely surprised when her phone began to 
buzz, and a glance at the lock screen revealed thirty missed calls and over a hundred texts. 
Could something good ever happen to her without bringing a crisis on its heals? 
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It takes her a moment of scrolling through Zoya’s increasingly all-caps message thread to 
understand the situation. 


Three screenshots make everything clear: The first, from the Daily News, has a picture of 
Aleksander and Alina walking hand-in-hand through the rose garden, her scarf slightly 
obscuring her face, and above it the headline Billionaire Dreamboat Aleksander Morozova 
Spotted out in the Bronx with Mystery Girl. The second: the same photo, this time in the Post 
and headed Who Is Aleksander ’s New Fling? These are alarming—and a little bit rude, to 
assume she’s just a fling. It’s the third, from the Observer, that actually sends her into a 
panic. 


All About Alina Starkova, Aleksander Morozova’s Latest Love Interest. 


Beneath it, two photos: one of them in the rose garden, but from a better angle, capturing her 
entire face; the other a shot of Alina at a university fundraiser a couple of years ago, clearly 
downloaded from Twitter. 


Hands shaking, she enlarged the image and skimmed the article. “...dating his own 
employee,” she read. “Orphan... foster care... half-Chinese... different worlds.” 


“Ts there a future for this unconventional pair? And what does Alina really want from 
Aleksander?” 


Well, right now Alina really wanted a hug from Aleksander, but he would already be at the 
office. Instead, she shifted to her text thread with Genya, which only contained two 
messages, sent an hour before. 


G: Alina, DON’T GO OUTSIDE 
G: Be over to brief you at 8 
G: Don’t open social media either 


It was seven now. An hour to wait, and she suddenly felt trapped. She didn’t particularly like 
leaving the house early in the morning, but just then she wished desperately that she could 
step out for coffee or go on a jog. Run until this whole situation was behind her. 


Instead, she walked down the hall to the library, which overlooked the front of the house. 
Even three floors up, she could see the mob of paparazzi lurking outside the front door. 
Carrion birds, she thought, as the morning light glinted off their zoom lenses—long black 
beaks waiting to rip from her every piece of flesh they could reach. 


She slumped to the floor, realising that her chest was tight and she couldn’t catch her breath. 
She was actually having a panic attack—in the library of a mansion, while paparazzi flocked 
outside waiting for a glimpse of her. Once again, this time with horror as much as incredulity, 
she wondered how this was her life. Why did she sign up for this? 


She put her head between her knees and wrapped her arms around her legs to block out the 
light. Then she just breathed, in and out, counting the breaths up to ten and starting over. 
Eventually, a hand shook her out of her stupor. She looked up to see Genya squatting across 
from her, an expression of alarm on her face. 


“Lina, are you ok? You didn’t go outside, did you?” 


“No.” The hoarseness of her voice surprised her. “I just saw them out there and panicked, I 
guess.” 


“God, I’m sorry. We’re usually good at heading off the tabloids, but a couple of paps must 
have found out that the gardens were closed. This never should have happened—not in such 
an intrusive, uncontrolled way.” 


“It was probably going to happen sometime, though. May as well get it out of the way now.” 
Genya’s answering nod was hesitant, but then she gave one of her overpowering smiles. 


“Well, the good news is that you get to work from home today while we sort out our 
statement.” 


“When will Aleksander be back?” Her stomach sank as pity crossed Genya’s face. 


“Mr. Morozova wanted to be here, but he got called into an emergency board meeting, and 
some crisis has come up with Lantsov that he’1l have to deal with this afternoon. He won’t be 
here until late. But he told me to apologise, and to tell you to take it easy. Fedyor’s stress 
baking, so you’re guaranteed some spectacular pastries. Maybe just take a personal day?” 


Alina nodded, but inside she was—furious. Her life was falling apart, tabloids were about to 
ferret out her every flaw and secret, and it wasn’t even Aleksander’s most important crisis of 
the day. This was his fault, but all he did was send an employee—her friend, but right now 
foremost his employee—to appease her. How dare he treat her like a problem to be managed? 
She wanted to snarl and snap at Genya, wanted to call Aleksander’s cell and leave a scathing 
message that he’d have to listen to whenever he got out of his oh-so-important meeting. 


She pushed herself to her feet and realized as she did that she didn’t have the energy for a 
fight. 


“T think I will take that sick day, Genya.” 
“Ok. I’m headed back to the office, but call if you need anything.” 
“Sure.” 


Genya laid a hand on her shoulder once more. “I mean it, Alina. If you need anything. 
Everything will be ok, but I’m sorry this happened.” 


“Thanks, Gen.” 


She wandered back to her room, hollowed out, uncertain what to do with herself. In lieu of 
making any decision, she crawled into bed and pulled the duvet over her head. Perhaps if she 
stayed there and didn’t move, nothing else bad would happen. 


At some point, she must have drifted off to sleep, because when Fedyor came in, bearing a 
tray with coffee and a heap of pastries. “Sleep well, Sunshine?” His tone was bright, but his 
face reflected concern. 


“All right.” 
“Good. I made croissants. And rugelach. And tea cakes.” 
“Tt looks wonderful.” 


Fedyor carefully settled the tray in her lap, then plopped down next to her without asking for 
permission. 


“So, you’re famous now.” 
Alina snorted. “I suppose so. Or infamous.” 


“Nah. Have you read the Observer? You’d have to do something much more exciting to be 
considered infamous.” 


“Maybe Ill become a nudist or start pushing people onto subway tracks.” 
“Nothing like serial attempted murder to give a girl a reputation.” 
Alina manage a weak chuckle at that and began tearing apart a croissant. 


“Seriously, though, how are you feeling? It must be weird to suddenly see your face in the 
papers.” 


“T don’t know. I guess I should have expected this?” 
“It does sort of come with the Aleksander Morozova package.” 


“Yeah. I just— I wasn’t prepared. And I’m angry. That he’s not here. And that people are 
prying into my life. But mostly that he’s not here.” 


“Yeah. I’m sorry. I think he’s gotten so used to being in the public eye that it’s hard for him to 
understand how unsettling things like this are for normal people.” 


“That’s a shitty excuse.” Fedyor winced, and she realized her tone had been sharper than she 
intended. “Sorry. I don’t mean to take this out on you. 


“No, I get it. I don’t mean to make excuses for him. Your frustration is valid.” 
“Thanks Fedyor.” 

“Want to eat junk food and watch trashy reality shows with me?” 

“Sure. I should shower and answer a few of these calls first, though.” 


“Excellent. Just come down to the apartment when you’re ready. I'll fire up the popcorn 
machine.” 


He was out the door before she could ask why on earth he had a popcorn machine in the year 
of our Lord 2023. 


A glance at her phone showed that Zoya’s concerned texts had become increasingly irate. The 
most recent one read: 


Z: Alina, give me some sign of life or I swear to God I will get on an airplane and come there 
to yell at you in person. 


Not yet energetic enough for the necessary phone call, she replied: 


A: I’m alive. Gonna turn my phone off and wallow for a while. Call you tonight or 
tomorrow?” 


The reply came immediately. 


Z: You'd better. <3 you. 


A: <3 


She went to shut her phone off, then decided to check her voicemail first. Several from Zoya, 
a couple from Genya at 6:30 and 7 am, and three from Aleksander. 


She clicked on the first one on instinct, then wondered if she really even wanted to hear from 
him. Before she could actually decide to stop playback, though, his voice sounded through 
the speakers. 


“Alina, I don’t know if you’re awake yet, or you’ve seen the news. It looks like some 
photographers got pictures of us at the Gardens. I’m so sorry, Solnyshka. I'd really hoped you 
wouldn’t be subjected to this. I wish I could come home to be with you right now. The board 
just called an emergency meeting, and I think it may have something to do with me dating an 
employee, so I have to put out that fire, but I’ll call you again after. I’m so sorry, sweet girl.” 


How dare he call her “sweet girl” when she was trying to be mad at him? Honestly, how dare 
he? 


She hit play on the second message before the last few seconds of the first had elapsed. 


“Hello Alina, we’re on a quick break, so I thought I’d check in again. I hope you’re resting 
and enjoying whatever delicacy Fedyor has inevitably baked for you. Genya said you looked 
quite unsettled when she stopped by. I should have anticipated this and prevented it. I 
promise we won’t let it get out of hand. My PR people are excellent at shutting down tabloid 
stories, and their main goal right now is to salvage your privacy as much as possible. 
Anyway, don’t think about any of that right now. Just take care of yourself. I'll check in again 
later.” 


Why was she less mad at him? He was still in his meeting, rather than here, making her feel 
better. 


Third message: “Alina, I just finished with the board. They’re not particularly pleased with 
me at the moment, but I have everything under control. I wish I could come home to you 
now, but Lantsov has, as per usual, botched the new project and caused a major personnel 
crisis in the process, so I must resolve that in person. I’Il sort it out as quickly as I can. I 
would love it if you would call me at some point, but I do understand if you don’t feel up to 
it. Or if you’re too angry to talk to me. I just want to know you’re all right, my darling. But 
I'll see you soon, and then you can yell at me as much as you want.” 


That startled a laugh out of her. She would still yell at him though, when he finally showed 
his face. And until then, he could survive the suspense. She shut her phone off, left it on the 
bedside table, and went to take a shower. 


Alina fell asleep on Fedyor’s couch after another croissant, three slices of pizza, and five Say 
Yes to the Dress reruns. She awoke to the warmth of a hand on her shoulder and the murmur 
of a deep voice in her ear. 


“Time to wake up, Alinochka. You’! get a crick in your neck if you stay like that much 
longer.” Her eyes fluttered open, and the first things she saw were Aleksander’s black eyes, 
gazing softly at her. He leaned back, and she could see his tender smile. 


“What time is it,” she murmured, rubbing a hand over her face. 

“Tt’s four.” 

“T thought you were supposed to be out till late.” 

“T passed off the Lantsov debacle to HR for the moment. Being here was more important.” 


She was slightly too drowsy to self-censor, so the next thing she said, in a tone far too 
plaintive for her liking, was, “I wanted you here this morning.” 


“T’m so sorry, darling. I’ve handled this whole situation terribly.” 
“No shit.” It didn’t come out as acerbic as she had intended. 


“God, Alina, I’m sorry. I’m sorry I wasn’t with you when you saw the news. Board meetings 
are one of the few things I really can’t reschedule.” 


“Still. It sucked, and I’m mad at you.” Her declaration lost its force when it was immediately 
followed by a jaw-cracking yawn. Aleksander clearly tried and failed to repress a laugh. 


“IT know you are, Kotyonok. And you can yell at me all you want tomorrow; I’ve scheduled 
the morning off for that exact purpose. But I think you might be happier resting this evening, 
hmm?” 

“Yeah, maybe.” 

“Do you want anything to eat?” 

Her nose involuntarily wrinkled. “Too full of pastries.” 


“Well, what if we go out to the patio, get some fresh air? I'll make you a tisane.” 


“You know, we’re in America. You can call it herbal tea without someone thinking you’re 
uncultivated.” 


“Why use two words when one will do? I would have thought your artistic sensibilities 
would rejoice at such verbal precision.” 


“T can’t argue with that, I suppose.” 
“Of course not.” 
“But I still think you’re pretentious.” 


Chuckling, he pushed himself to his feet and then leaned over and picked her up, fuzzy 
blanket and all, in a bridal carry. 


“What are you doing? You’ll hurt your back or something.” 


“Thank you for your concern, Alina, but I am not, as yet, a decrepit old man. I lift heaver 
weights than you on a near-daily basis.” 


She thought she ought to argue, but she appreciated that image rather a lot, and it was far 
more pleasant to cuddle against his chest (impressively sculpted, she noted) and let him carry 
her down the stairs to the kitchen and out onto the courtyard patio. She regretted it when he 
set her down on a canvas-cushioned loveseat, though the way he tucked her blanket around 
her toes gave her another thrill. 


She remained there, half awake and basking in the sun, until he returned with a steaming mug 
of chamomile and lavender tea. Sitting up to take it from him, she breathed in the steam and 
let it lull the tension from her body. Aleksander sat next to her and, after a few moments of 
silent sipping, she set the mug aside and snuggled against him. He immediately wrapped an 
arm around her and pulled her closer. 


“I’m sorry we couldn’t do this this morning. I saw the news right after getting to the office, 
and all I could think about was scolding my PR people for letting those pieces run. And then 
the board called me in. I should have been here when you needed me. And you should have 
had more time before coming under this scrutiny—before being publicly connected to me.” 


Connected to him. That was a dimension she hadn’t fully considered. Going forward, she 
would never not be a woman who had dated Aleksander Morozova. It wasn’t just a story she 
would tell. It was a story others would tell about her. 


She ought to be disturbed by that. But she found it didn’t bother her. Having her foster record 
or transcripts or resume dug up and subjected to public comment? Terrifying. Being forever 
linked to Aleksander? Thrilling, actually. She shouldn’t feel that way. She should be worrying 
about her career and her independent future. But those things just didn’t feel important at the 
moment. 


“Well, Aleksander, I guess you’re sort of stuck with me for the moment.” That was a lie; he 
could still dump her if he really wanted to. But it was a comforting lie. And the publicity did 
make their relationship more weighty. It might cost him more to leave her now. 


“T wouldn’t have it any other way, Alina.” 


They sat out there until the sky began to darken, and Aleksander insisted that she eat 
something for dinner. That something turned out to be a pot of vegetable soup topped with 
golden dumplings, which Fedyor had left on the stove for them. They both devoured large 
bowls full, and then Aleksander herded her up to bed, leaving her in the door of her room 
with a comforting kiss to her forehead. 


The next morning, another breakfast tray appeared at her door, this time in Aleksander’s 
hands. He greeted her with a sheepish smile. 


“T thought you might like some eggs before the scheduled yelling commences.” 


She could only laugh and wave him into the bedroom. When she had cleared her plate and set 
the tray on her bedside table, he raised the subject again. 


“Tn all seriousness, Alinochka, get whatever you need to off your chest. I really did fail you 
yesterday.” 


She looked at him, perched, with a contrite expression, on the ottoman at the foot of her bed, 
as though he feared intruding upon her personal space. 


“T am upset, Aleksander. I wish I had heard the news from you. And I’m afraid of how the 
publicity will affect my life. I’m afraid that they’ll dig up private information about my 
parents, or my foster record. And I’m afraid that I'll be subjected to a lot of rude comments 
about my background and appearance. But I can’t blame you for that.” 


She reached out a hand, and he scrambled to take it with delightful and uncharacteristic 
clumsiness. 


“T can’t promise you that people won’t be assholes on social media, Alina. But my legal team 
has already contacted every tabloid and celebrity blogger that’s ever published an article 
about me to warn them that they will be sued to oblivion if they invade your privacy. The one 
thing we can’t prevent is the paparazzi. And, of course, the general risk to your safety that 
comes with being known as my girlfriend.” 


She jolted slightly, a current of terror running through her. “You mean, like I might be 
kidnapped or something?” 


“Tt’s not likely. I don’t want you to be fearful. But we should plan for it, nonetheless.” 
“How do we plan for something like that?” 


“T’m going to hire you a bodyguard. My security team will send someone over for you to 
meet today.” 


“A personal bodyguard? To like, shadow me everywhere?” 
“Yes.” 
“T hate that idea.” 


“T know. But it’s really the only sensible course. If you don’t click with today’s candidate, 
that’s fine. We’ll find someone you do like. I promise, it won’t be too troublesome once you 
get used to it.” 


She groaned, but she couldn’t argue. Threats to her personal safety hadn’t even occurred to 
her. How many unanticipated consequences would this relationship have in store? 


Chapter End Notes 


Next time: We meet Alina's bodyguard, Zoya and Liza finally get a few words in, and 
Alina goes to the opera. 


Chapter 18 


Chapter Summary 


Alina and Aleksander go to the opera. 


Chapter Notes 


I'm not sure how long I can sustain this new rapidity of posting, but I'll keep it up as 
long as I'm able! In the meantime, I hope you enjoy. 


She and Aleksander spent the rest of the morning together, talking about anything but the 
crowd of photographers still lurking outside the front door. At noon, he had to return to the 
office. He left with a lingering kiss and another apology, reminding her that Ivan would be 
over at two with her new bodyguard—or babysitter, as she had already started to refer to her 
soon-to-be shadow. 


Somewhat at a loss, and unable to focus on work or writing, Alina took a long bath and then 
meticulously blow-dried her hair. She forewent makeup since she wouldn’t be leaving the 
house, but she did at least opt for the nice athletic clothes Genya had bought her instead of 
her old college sweatpants. It couldn’t hurt to look a little bit put together. 


Ivan arrived, as expected, at precisely two o’clock. She was waiting in the living room, 
knowing he would be irritated if he couldn’t find her at their scheduled meeting time. She 
knew from one of Fedyor’s monologues that his husband had served in the marines for a 
decade before Aleksander found him, and it explained a lot about his evident belief in 
discipline and punctuality. 


To her surprise, he was not accompanied by another large, stern man. Instead, a small South 
Asian woman with spectacularly long hair followed him into the room. 


“Miss Starkova,” Ivan said, insisting as always upon formal address in spite of the fact that 
she had fallen asleep and drooled on the sofa in his apartment 24 hours before, “This is Inej 
Ghafa. She’s contracted for Mr. Morozova on several occasions, and we’ve now hired her full 
time to oversee your security.” 


Inej stepped forward, somehow conveying fierce competence in spite of her minuscule 
stature. 


“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Miss Starkova,” she said, holding out her head. 


“Oh, please, Ivan is literally the only person who calls me Miss Starkova. You can call me 
Alina.” 


“Alina.” A shy smile overtook Inej’s face, and something about the contrast between that 
reticent expression and her earlier seriousness made Alina like her instantly. “Please call me 
Inej, then.” 


“It’s great to meet you, Inej. So, how does this bodyguard thing work? I’ve never had one.” 


“T’ll work with Mr. Kaminsky and the rest of the security team to make sure that you have 
someone watching out for you at all times. Since the house and your workplace are already 
secured by Mr. Morozova’s team, I won’t be here 24/7. My schedule will really depend on 
yours. If you want to go on a regular morning run, or if you go out to lunch every weekday, 
I'll accompany you. I’ll also attend social functions with you. You and Miss Safin and I will 
communicate about your schedule in advance, and if something comes up at the last minute, 
you can always call me in. Your boyfriend pays me very generously to be available whenever 
you require.” 


Alina lost track of Inej’s explanation for a moment, because nobody had ever called 
Aleksander her boyfriend before. She liked that—a lot. 


“Does that all make sense?” Inej asked, and Alina had to shake herself to return to the 
present conversation. 


“Yeah, I think so. Basically, I can’t leave the house or the office by myself?” 
“That’s essentially it.” 


She heaved a breath, and Ine] gave her a sympathetic expression. “I know that seems like a 
huge headache, but I’m sure you’ll get used to it quickly. And we’ll discuss regularly how to 
make this adjustment easier. I can hang back so you don’t have to interact with me at all, or I 
can accompany you if that feels more natural. Whatever you prefer on any given day is fine. 
You won’t offend me.” 


“Well, same goes for you. Tell me if I’m doing anything to make your job harder.” 
“Thanks, Alina. I appreciate that.” 

Ivan looked between them. “Are we all good here?” 

“Yeah. What’s the crowd outside the door like?” 


“Several photographers are still waiting for a glimpse of you, but there are fewer now than 
there were this morning.” 


“Would it be horrible if I want to go for a walk later?” 


Ivan shrugged. “It’s probably fine. Have Adrik drive you to a park, though, instead of trying 
to walk around the block. Inej can get you out without incident.” 


“Ok. That would be great, if you don’t mind, Inej.” 
“I’m already on the clock, so it’s up to you.” 


“Great. I need to place a call first. P’1l text Adrik, my driver, and ask him to be here in an 
hour. Do you know where everything is?” 


“Tl show her around. You place your call.” 
Alina smiled. Ivan was never tactful, but his brusque manner almost always hid kindness. 
“Thanks, Ivan. See you soon, Inej.” 


She ran upstairs, feeling much lighter than she had before the meeting. The wave of relief 
erased any apprehension that might have deterred her from pulling out her phone and dialling 
Zoya’s number. She knew she should have called her friend yesterday morning, and now guilt 
made her reluctant to call at all. She rehearsed her apology as she waited for Zoya to pick up. 


Fortunately, Zoya as usual rode roughshod over obligatory pleasantries. 
“Finally! What the fuck is going on? Did you know this was gonna leak?” 

“No idea. Totally blindsided me.” 

“Seriously? Mr. Billionaire couldn’t predict that you’d show up in the tabloids?” 
“T think some photographers got past his security team.” 

“Seems sketchy to me.” 

“How so?” 


“Shouldn’t he be better at controlling press coverage? To have them catch you on your first 
outing—I dunno, something seems odd.” 


“What, you think Aleksander is using me for publicity?” 


“No—no offence, hon, but you’re not the most strategic choice if he wants to date someone 
for PR.” 


“No, you’re right. So what seems sketchy?” 

“IT dunno. Wish he could have prevented this from happening, though.” 
“Yeah, me too.” 

“How are you doing?” 

“I’m ok now. I have a bodyguard.” 


“No kidding! What’s that like?” 


“Well, her name is Inej and she seems nice. And probably badass—she’s smaller than me.” 
“That’s awesome.” 


“T know, right? But I’m not allowed to leave the house or the office without her. So that’s 
going to suck.” 


“Yeah, probably. But you say you’re doing ok?” 


“Honestly, I feel like I should be angrier than I am. Aleksander came home early yesterday 
and took the morning off as well, so we could just...” 


“Stay in bed?” 
“No! We haven’t done that yet. Just sit and drink tea and cuddle a little bit.” 


“You've been living in that man’s house for months, you went on vacation with him, and you 
haven’t jumped him yet?” 


“We’ve just started dating, Zoya! I’m not ready for that.” 
“Well, to each their own.” 
“T guess.” 


“Sorry, you don’t need to be worrying about this right now. Or maybe you do—might be a 
nice distraction.” 


She groaned. “Really not ready to think about this, Zoya.” 


Admittedly, she did think about sex with Aleksander. A lot. She had lost her virginity to her 
college boyfriend, Alexei, who was a sweetheart but had never managed to make her come. 
The whole relationship had been an ill-conceived effort to get over Mal. She and Alexei had 
decided they were better off as friends halfway through junior year, and when he had moved 
to Chicago and met and married a lovely man, she had been genuinely happy for him. 
Meanwhile, Alina had been hung up on Mal and hadn’t sought out another partner. So it was 
both impossibly thrilling and incredibly intimidating to imagine going to bed with 
Aleksander, who had been known to date supermodels and looked like the physical 
embodiment of sex. She was afraid of disappointing him. 


It dawned on her that she expected Aleksander’s taste to run to the kinky, that her life might 
turn into some reenactment of 50 Shades. She didn’t have any principled objection to that, 
but she knew it wasn’t what she wanted from a partner right now. It was hard enough to 
accept that her boyfriend was far more sexually experienced. She didn’t want to have to set 
aside her own comfort zone to meet his sexual expectations. And all of that was too much for 
her to work through right now—even if she had indulged in some truly excellent fantasies 
about him of late. 


“T’ll get there, Zo, but it’s just too much now.” 


“Yeah. What’s happening, apart from the bodyguard?” 


“T’m going to go for a walk in a bit. With Inej. I have to drive somewhere just to walk, 
because I guess the photographers could chase me.” 


“Shit—hadn’t even thought of that. Are you getting crazy calls or messages?” 
“No phone calls yet. And I haven’t even opened my email or socials.” 
“Yeah—I would stay offline for a while. Let your boyfriend’s people handle it.” 


Something about her tone gave Alina the foreboding impression that she might be trending, 
and not in a good way. She chose not to ask for further details. 


“That sounds like a good plan.” 


“Yeah.” Zoya paused, an awkward silence that suggested she had more bad news she didn’t 
want to convey. “Hey, listen, Mal texted me today asking for your new number.” 


Alina’s chest tightened. She hadn’t been in touch with Mal at all since her move, and when 
she’d switched to using her company phone for everything (definitely a violation of corporate 
policy, but her old phone had sucked and she’d never gotten around to buying a new one). 


“So...” Zoya prompted. “Do you want me to give it to him?” 


She sighed. Her first instinct was to say no—hell no. But she had so few friends from before. 
Zoya; Marie from her old writing group, with whom she exchanged occasional texts; Alexei, 
who sent her an email about twice a year and a card at Christmas. Mal was her only link to 
her childhood, now that Anna Kuya was dead. Even if he infuriated her, she ought to give 
him a chance. 


“Yeah, go ahead and give it to him. He’ll pester you otherwise.” 
“If you’re sure. You really want to deal with one more asshole right now?” 
“I’m used to it.” Sad, how true that statement was. 


“Ok.” Zoya still sounded uncertain, but she wasn’t one to try to control Alina’s choices. 
“Well, ve gotta run. But call me if you want to vent, ok? And I’m gonna take some vacation 
time soon and come out there to check in on you properly.” 


“That would be so great. We’ll talk soon and sort out details. Thanks, Zo.” 
“Any time, Alya. Just make sure I get to meet Nikolai while I’m there, K? Love you. Bye.” 


Alina was mid-chuckle when the line went dead. 


Her walk was—weird. Getting some exercise and fresh air? Wonderful. Escaping from the 
hoard of cameras? Fantastic. Trying to take a relaxing stroll while a near-stranger followed 


five feet behind her? Super awkward. 


Inej was clearly great at her job. She shepherded Alina out the front door, driving back the 
rabid photographers with a strong arm and a steely gaze. Her eyes were always moving, 
gauging the safety of their surroundings. And she fell into step behind Alina smoothly, never 
coming too close or making her feel rushed. Still, Alina couldn’t repress her natural 
discomfort at feeling eyes on her back. 


After a while, she asked Inej to walk alongside her. That was certainly more pleasant, but 
they couldn’t quite chat naturally while one of them was constantly scanning the park for 
threats. It was going to be an adjustment, but it could have been worse. 


Alina cursed herself for saying that, even in the privacy of her own mind, because worse 
quickly followed. Not, as she had feared from the moment they stepped out of the car, in the 
form of particularly motivated paparazzi or nosy passersby, but in the ring of her phone. It 
was Mal. 


Of course, after months of silence, Mal would immediately call her when he found out she 
was dating someone else. He had been unusually attentive when she was with Alexei too, 
always wanting to hang out or texting her with little memories about their childhood. In 
retrospect that was probably strategic. Better to get this over with, then, because he wouldn’t 
let up calling until she talked to him. 


“Hey Mal.” 
“Alina. How are you?” 
“T’m fine. How are you? How’s training?” 


“It’s going great. Just finished basic. One of the officers said I almost earned a Certificate of 
Achievement for being top of my class.” 


“Good for you.” 

“Yeah, it was cool. So. I heard you have a new boyfriend.” 

“By which I assume you mean you checked Twitter and saw the tabloid articles?” 
“Nah, Dubrov called me yesterday and told me about it.” 

“T see.” Of course, he always had time to keep in touch with his idiot friends. 
“Aleksander Morozova, huh?” 

“Yes. I’ve just started dating Aleksander.” 


“Aren’t you worried he’s just using you?” Mal sounded genuine, but she could hear the edge 
under his apparent concern. 


“Using me for what, Mal?” 


“‘Well—sex, obviously. I mean, it’s pretty clear that’s why he hired you. I’m just surprised he 
went public with it instead of keeping you a secret.” 


The unfairness of this assumption took her breath away—especially because it hit slightly too 
close to home for her comfort. Aleksander did hire her because he wanted her. But not just 
for sex. Clearly. Not that Mal needed to know the details of her sex life. 


“Why would you assume that? Maybe he hired me because I’m good at my job and became 
interested in me later.” 


“Really, Alina? This guy can afford to hire anyone. Why go to all the trouble of getting you 
to relocate to New York unless he wanted to get in your pants? I know it probably hurts to 
hear, but I’m just trying to help you.” 


“You know what, Mal? Fuck you. I’m good at my job. Aleksander was lucky to hire me. And 
he’s lucky to date me. I don’t need you trying to ruin this for me.” 


“Fine, Alina. You date him and let him make a fool of you. Just don’t come crying to me 
when it all blows up in your face.” 


She felt something truly horrendous gathering in her belly. Whatever she said next would be 
poisonous and unforgivable, and she refused to be the bad guy in this conversation. So she 
hung up, breathing deeply to let that tight, vengeful sensation dissipate. So much for 
maintaining old friendships. 


Inej surprised her by laying a hand on her shoulder. 
“Are you ok? That sounded tough.” 


She blew out a breath before answering. “Yeah. Just my childhood best friend being an 
asshole. He doesn’t like it when I date, or try to do anything just for myself, really.” 


“If you don’t mind me saying so, sounds like a relationship that you might need to let go of. 
Someone who doesn’t care about your independent well-being isn’t worth your time.” 


“Sounds like you’re speaking from experience.” 


Inej smiled but didn’t answer, and Alina realized that prying was definitely not appropriate at 
this stage of their relationship. 


“Well, you’re very wise. I just need to figure out how to internalize that advice.” 
“That’s always the hard part.” 


They walked in silence after that, and while Alina was still reliving the pain of Mal’s 
assumptions, she was grateful not to feel alone. 


Going back to work the next day was hard. A lot of tasks had piled up in the two days she 
was gone, and in spite of their efforts to look inconspicuous, she could tell everyone in the 


building was watching her. A few of the young women on her floor actually scowled at her, 
as though she had somehow stolen Aleksander from them. Others gave her thumbs up and 
congratulations, which made her equally uncomfortable. 


Genya, unflappable as ever, was a great help, as was Bill, the security guard who was always 
on the door when she arrived. When she came in that morning, he’d greeted her with a cheery 
smile. 


“You keep your chin up, Miss Starkova. Don’t let anyone tell you you don’t deserve good 
things.” 


She had made that her mantra for the day, catching up on email and meeting with her team 
while studiously ignoring the onlookers. Aleksander was out of office, addressing with 
whatever the Lantsov kerfuffle was, so she didn’t have to deal with the thorny question of 
how to interact with her boyfriend in a professional context. 


Unfortunately, Aleksander’s absence left an opening for another, less welcome, visitor: 
Elizaveta. The CFO had studiously avoided her since that conversation Alina had overheard, 
but today, she bumped into her in the middle of the company cafeteria. Since Alina had 
literally never seen Elizaveta in the cafeteria before, she assumed this was intentional. 


“Afternoon, Alina.” 
“Afternoon, Miss Rosen.” 
“Saw the Observer, Alina. Fascinating piece.” 


“T’m not sure I would say fascinating, though it certainly included some creative 
speculation.” 


“However speculative it may have been, one's thing for sure: the whole world knows what 
you are.” 


“And what’s that?” 
Elizaveta smiled. “Aleksander’s new girlfriend. Of course.” 
“Yeah. I’m sure that’s what you meant.” 


Elizaveta just smirked and stalked off, followed by murmurs and a few titters, but Alina just 
collected her salad, paid for it, and took it back to her office. She had more important things 
to worry about than one woman’s unwarranted spite. 


If the rest of her week did not improve, it also did not get worse, for which she was thankful. 
She stayed late on Wednesday to discuss her social media presence with Aleksander’s PR 
team. They’d put everything on private for the time being, and a staff member would go 
through all of the messages that had accumulated in the past three days. If she wanted to go 
public again, to promote her writing or, as the PR lead put it, “acceptable charitable causes,” 


someone would help her manage the accounts. That seemed a bit intrusive, but at least it took 
a burden off her shoulders. 


Aleksander managed to come home by dinner time every night. They would eat together with 
Ivan and Fedyor, then spend the rest of the evening cuddling in the library. Both instinctively 
steered away from any heavy topics of conversation. They talked about favorite books, or he 
answered emails while she wrote, fire crackling in the background. It was undemanding and 
soothing—exactly what she needed. 


She was almost afraid when Friday came that their second official date would disrupt the 
domestic rhythm. Her apprehension was balanced by excitement. Opera tickets had never fit 
in her budget, but after taking music appreciation in college, she’d sometimes enjoyed 
listening to recordings of Puccini or Bizet. Putting on a fancy gown and watching Madama 
Butterfly in a box with Aleksander had its appeal. 


Genya had picked out another outfit for her: a black Marchesa gown with layers of gold 
crystals around the bodice, and a pair of long white opera gloves. She couldn’t decide if she 
felt worldly and sophisticated, or like a little girl playing dress up, but she decided not to 
overthink it. 


Aleksander awaited her in the living room, and the way his eyes gleamed as he surveyed her 
made her feel invincible. 


“Miss Starkova, you look divine,” he purred, lifting her hand and kissing it as though she 
were a princess in a fairy tale. She ought to have rolled her eyes at such a gesture, but instead 
it made her blush. 


“So do you, Mr. Morozova,” she replied, with total honesty. She didn’t think she’d ever get 
tired of seeing him in a tuxedo. 


The paparazzi had mostly abandoned the house after five days, but she still had to shield her 
eyes from a couple of camera flashes on their way to the car. Aleksander scowled at them 
before turning his torso to hide her from their view until he could hand her into the car. 


Once they had pulled away, Aleksander turned to her. “There will probably be a few 
photographers at the Met. If you’re ok with it, we should pose for them briefly. That way 
they’re unlikely to bother us, and posed photos can make paparazzi shots less valuable.” 


Her stomach sank, but she nodded. It made sense. And at least she knew she looked good. 


Aleksander’s prediction proved correct. A couple of photographers lingered in the lobby, and 
they converged on Aleksander and Alina almost as soon as they stepped through the door. 
Aleksander looped an arm around her waist and gave the cameras an imperious smirk, while 
Alina tried to remember how one was supposed to pose for a full-body photograph. She 
settled on turning towards Aleksander but keeping her hand on her hip, and she worried that 
it made her look like an uncomfortable sorority girl. An uncomfortable sorority girl in a 
fabulous dress. 


For some reason, she had assumed that the crowd at the opera would be like her: there to see 
the show, and mostly indifferent to the other members of the audience. She was correct only 
in part. People bustled past them, checking their tickets or flipping through programs. But 
from the first camera flash, she could feel eyes on her—eyes that recognized and weighed 
her. A few men came up to Aleksander—no one she knew from his usual social circle. They 
were all older, aggressively jocular, and eager for his approval. They’d slap him on the back, 
make a few bad jokes, and ask, “Who is this lovely young lady?” in a tone that made her 
want to snarl. 


Fortunately, Aleksander seemed to share her distaste, because he quickly detached them and 
guided her to their seats. He’d purchased all six seats of a box in the center of the Parterre— 
the best and most private views in the house. Of course. A waiter stood by with champagne, 
which he poured for them both on Aleksander’s nod. As she took her seat and took the first 
effervescent sip, it was the closest she’d ever felt to being an Old World aristocrat. 


She noted several heads craning to look at them and a few cell phones raised to take 
photographs. It made her itch slightly, just on the edge of triggering her fight or flight 
instinct. The champagne helped, and when the overture at last began, it swept her self- 
consciousness away. As the first act passed, all she could think about was the glory of the 
music, the heroine’s defiant adoration, and the warmth of Aleksander’s hand clasping her 
own. 


When Act I ended, another waiter reappeared to freshen their champagne and deposit 
chocolates at her elbow. She raised an eyebrow. 


“You get the VIP treatment.” 


He lacked the grace to appear even the tiniest bit abashed. ““We are VIPs, Alina.” When she 
continued to look nonplussed, he admitted, “Normally I’d get my own drinks down with the 
plebs, but I’m a little worried that someone might come up to you if I leave you. So VIP 
treatment it is.” 


She squeezed his hand in gratitude. She was grateful not to be dealing with that crowd again. 
Here, she could remain in her happy haze, still feeling the reverberations of Cio-Cio-San’s 
glorious soprano. 


As Act II began, she drifted back into the world of the story. She’d never seen it live and 
found herself taken aback by how uncomfortable it was, to watch this woman’s faith knowing 
how it would shatter. It was so easy to pity Cio-Cio-San. It was easy to join most of the other 
characters in seeing her as an admirable fool. But there was something about her integrity— 
the force of being which she expended so entirely in her love—that could not be discounted 
merely because it was exploited. She flung her heart open for destruction fearlessly. 


In the car on the way home, as she rested her head on Aleksander’s shoulder and gazed out 
the rain-streaked window, she didn’t think about the stroke of a knife or Pinkerton’s 
anguished cry. She remembered the ecstasy on the Cio-Cio-San’s face as she stood vigil for 
her lover’s return—alone, defiant, and glorious. 
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Aleksander was right that their photos at the opera would lift some of the paparazzi attention. 
A week after their date, Alina was able to walk out the front door without being immediately 
blinded by cameras. She had also adjusted to Inej’s presence, and they were working out a 
routine. At lunchtime, if Alina felt like going out, they would walk together like two friends 
catching up. If Alina wanted a jog, they ran together. If she wanted a walk, Inej followed 
unobtrusively behind so that Alina could lose herself in contemplation. Life was different, but 
not unmanageably so. 


Aleksander’s schedule had picked up again, and some days, when he was working long hours 
off-site, she didn’t see him at all. She reminded herself more than once that it was normal for 
dating coupes to go days and even weeks without seeing each other. A little distance was 
healthy for them. The problem was, she missed him. Her days felt brighter when she started 
them by making fun of his elaborate tea-brewing process or ended them with one of his 
kisses. 


Fortunately, she would be distracted from his frequent absences, because Zoya had not 
delayed once she announced her intention of visiting. She would arrive on Friday morning 
and stay through Monday, tagging along with Alina and Aleksander to a fundraising gala the 


Lantsovs were hosting on Sunday. It was Alina’s first major event as Aleksander’s girlfriend, 
and she was grateful to have an extra ally in the room. 


Alina took Friday off, and she, Inej, and Adrik picked Zoya up from LaGuardia. Zoya, who 
somehow managed to come off her flight looking un-rumpled, greeted her with a warm hug 
and completely neglected any pleasantries. 


“God, you’re so fancy now. Look at this car!” 

Alina just smiled. 

“Adrik, meet Zoya.” 

“Nice to meet you, Miss Nazyalensky.” 

“Miss Nazyalensky. I like that! Nice to meet you, Adrik.” 
“And this is Inej.” 


Zoya and Inej gave each other measuring glances and then both nodded respectfully. Alina 
knew that meant Zoya had decided to like her, and she suspected it signified the same for 
Inej. 


Zoya handed her suitcase to Adrik and slid across the car’s back bench. Once Alina had 
climbed in after her, Zoya gave her an assessing look. “I’ve been worried about you, but 
honestly, you look fantastic. Glowy skin, no eye bags, thriving.” 


“That’s probably just Genya’s advice. I actually know how to do my makeup now.” 
Zoya watched her for a moment longer. 

“T don't think so.” 

There wasn’t a natural response, and Alina just let the observation stand. 

“So, what all do you want to do while you’re here?” 

“Meet Nikolai Lantsov,” Zoya replied with a mischievous smile. 


“Apart from meeting Nik, which I promise you will do at the gala.” Alina was honestly 
looking forward to that collision. 


“Excellent. I look amazing in black tie.” 
“You look amazing in anything.” 
“T know, right? So, when am I meeting your man?” 


“Tonight. He’s working till 7, so we’ll meet him for dinner after. Genya and Ivan and Fedyor 
will come too.” 


“Sounds good. What are we doing until then?” 
“It’s your vacation. What sounds good to you?” 
“Bagels and lox and window shopping.” 
“Sound ok, Inej?” 

“That will be fine, Alina.” 


“Perfect.” 


Perfect is what it was. They wandered down Fifth Avenue like tourists, eating bagels and 
sipping coffee. Zoya talked Alina into buying a bright yellow Furla bag that she really didn’t 
need. Alina didn’t have to talk Zoya into buying three pairs of Louboutins. 


Around two, they came back to the house so that Zoya could unpack and Alina, who found 
public places relatively exhausting these days, could take a nap. When she padded back 
downstairs two hours later, Zoya was in the kitchen, already the best of friends with Fedyor 
and Ivan. Ivan was actually smiling at her, which was a bit unsettling. 


“Sunshine!” Fedyor yelled. “You have the best taste in friends!” 
She smiled at him. “Of course I do.” 


She poured herself a glass of pinot grigio—it was a bit early for alcohol, but it was Friday. 
Sipping her wine, she watched Zoya and Ivan argue about krav maga, which was apparently a 
shared interest. 


She had been nervous for her two worlds to collide, and she still was apprehensive about 
Zoya meeting Aleksander. But she shouldn’t have doubted her friend’s ability to blend in 
seamlessly to this new environment. Zoya carried her cloak of competence wherever she 
went, never fearful of her reception. Alina envied that. She thought often about how much 
better Zoya would have handled this new life. 


But Zoya wasn’t the one whom Aleksander had chosen. Alina was, and she was going to 
make the most of that twist of fate. Meanwhile, having her friend here made her feel a bit less 
like a rootless plant, like a mortal who stumbled into fairy land, and more like she belonged. 


They had a couple hours to kill before dinner, and so Fedyor insisted on setting out a cheese 
board and sent Ivan to pick out a boardgame. Zoya assented to play Scythe with a solemnity 
that was probably ironic. Ivan’s intensity was totally un-ironic, and he glared at Fedyor and 
Alina whenever they burst into giggles—which was often, because they were both very bad 
at the game. 


In the end, Ivan edged out Zoya for a victory, while Fedyor and Alina lost badly and got 
slightly wine drunk in the process. Ivan forced them both to down bottles of water and eat 
some brie before herding them into the car. 


Aleksander liked to eat at small, family-run restaurants more than the fashionable places 
where famous people were supposed to dine. That night, he’d booked a hole-in-the-wall in 
Little Italy, paying for the place to be empty apart from their party. When their car pulled up, 
he was already waiting on the sidewalk with Genya and a couple of security personnel. He 
opened Alina’s door and handed her out before greeting her with a deep kiss and a hug. 


“T missed you today, Malyshka.” 


“T missed you too, Sasha.” She’d started to use the nickname almost by accident the week 
before. He’d been tired, resting his head in her lap while she ran her fingers through his hair. 
When he was vulnerable like that, the diminutive felt natural—precious. 


When they drew apart, Aleksander turned to greet Zoya. 
“This must be Miss Nazyalensky.” 

“T must indeed. Pleasure to meet you, Mr. Morozova.” 
“Please, call me Aleksander.” 

“Only if you call me Zoya.” 


Alina had expected their meeting to be tense, the peculiar stand-off that can often unfold 
when the best girlfriend meets the new significant other. Instead, if the blush on Zoya’s cheek 
signified anything, Aleksander’s innate charisma had carried the day. 


He was particularly magnetic that evening, smoothly shifting between flattering interest in 
Zoya, praise for Alina, and amusing anecdotes from work which somehow had them all 
laughing. Alina couldn’t imagine emulating that effortless charm, but she was grateful just to 
exist in his orbit, to be the object of his admiration. 


“You are such a lucky bitch,” Zoya murmured to her that night before they separated for bed. 
“T would hate you if I didn’t like you so much.” 


And for once, Alina believed that she might just be that lucky. 


On Saturday, Alina insisted on dragging Zoya to the Guggenheim, which she hadn’t yet 
gotten around to visiting. She wandered from room to room, enthusing about the architecture 
and its collection of Impressionists, until Zoya, who was not particularly interested in art, ran 
out of patience and dragged her in turn to the cafe. 


At lunchtime, they met Nina at a Japanese place because Zoya declared that she ‘didn’t eat 
sushi in landlocked states’ and therefore ‘needed to eat her weight in salmon nigiri on this 
visit.” Alina had wanted her two friends to meet, but she’d also been apprehensive about their 
encounter. Nina was nurturing and slightly scatty, while Zoya was ambitious, brusque, and 
sardonic. 


Their shared passions for sushi and thrifting seemed to bridge all differences, however. 
“Getting along like a house on fire” was a bizarre cliche, but Alina thought it probably fit the 


sort of disastrous confederacy that had formed between the two. They spent the entire 
afternoon towing Alina from thrift store to thrift store and cajoling her into buying vintage 
clothes she really didn’t need. She did manage to find a Dior blazer that made her feel like 
Cher Horowitz, though, so she couldn’t complain too much. 


Nina came back to the house for dinner and since it was a warm evening, the three of them 
sat out on the patio sipping G&Ts and swapping stories until Alina started to yawn. It was 
late enough that Nina just spent the night, sprawling across more than half of Alina’s bed. In 
the morning, they helped Fedyor make a massive brunch: fruit salad (Alina just ate out the 
strawberries), scrambled eggs with lashings of créme fraiche, blueberry muffins, and (at 
Nina’s insistence) waffles. 


Full and slightly sleepy, Alina went upstairs to nap while Zoya declared her intention to use 
the home gym. Alina admired and slightly hated her for it. But she knew the gala would run 
late that night, and she really couldn’t afford to start yawning in front of Aleksander’s 
business associates. 


By the time she woke up, Genya had arrived with gala gowns for both of them. Alina was 
wearing black lace Alexander McQueen with a portrait collar, and once her hair was curled 
and piled on top of her head, she couldn’t help but admire her reflection in the bathroom 
mirror. 


“Starkova, you look hot,” Zoya said as she breezed into Alina’s room looking effortlessly 
gorgeous in a navy tulle Carolina Herrera ballgown. Genya surveyed Zoya with an 
expression of professional satisfaction on her face. 


“T knew that dress would suit you. I think we need to pin up some of your hair though—” As 
she said it, Genya reached for Zoya’s loose curls, only to have her wrist caught before she 
made contact. 


“So help me, Safin, if you touch my hair I will not be responsible for my actions.” 
“Just trying to help.” 


“Yeah. Alina might be fine with involuntary styling adjustments, but I didn’t sign up for 
that.” 


They scowled at each other until Genya backed off. Alina, terminally averse to conflict, felt 
pinpricks of anxiety crawl along her spine as the tension between them lingered. 


“Do I need a necklace with this, Genya? I think my neck looks kind of bare.” 
“Mr. Morozova has that covered.” Genya winked at her, then grabbed her purse. 
“Tf you’re all good here, I’m heading home.” 

“Are you not coming, Gen?” 


“Nah. Taking a night off. I’m going to order some takeout and watch Netflix.” 


“Are you ok?” Genya was usually not one to miss a social engagement. 
“Yeah, just fine. Even I need a break from parties sometimes.” 
“Course. Have a good night, Gen. And thanks for your help.” 

“Thanks for the dress, Safin,” Zoya added, her tone conciliatory. 

“Of course.” 


Genya breezed out while Zoya crowded in beside Alina at the bathroom mirror to check her 
lipstick. 


A knock at the door announced Aleksander, whose eyes darkened when he saw her. “You 
look magnificent, my darling.” 


Smiling at her blush, he held up a flat red box tied with gold ribbon. “Something for you to 
wear with that spectacular dress.” 


Embarrassed at her own excitement for what was clearly a disgustingly expensive piece of 
jewelry, Alina took the box with a quiet “Thank you,” and set it on the bed to untie the 
ribbon. Her hands shook slightly as she cracked open the case—and well they might, because 
the diamond choker and earrings within looked like they belonged in a museum. 


“Aleksander, this is really—” 


“Don’t say it’s too much, Alina. There’s no such thing as too much when it comes to you. 
And before you worry about it, the diamonds are ethically sourced.” 


She shot him an approving smile but still felt she should argue. Aleksander nipped that in the 
bud by removing the necklace from the box and clasping it around her neck. His hands 
lingered on her shoulders, and he dropped a kiss on her neck before guiding her toward the 
mirror. It looked perfect—less ostentatious than she had thought at first glance, but still 
dazzling. He handed her the earrings, and she slid the posts into place. 


“Perfect,” he breathed, wrapping his arms around her waist. “You’re perfect.” 
“Thank you, Aleksander.” 

“Do you need anything before we go? The car will be here in a few minutes.” 
“Just need to pack my purse and I’m good.” 

“Wonderful.” With one more kiss, this time to her cheek, he turned for the door. 


“You look lovely too, Miss Nazyalensky,” he said, reminding Alina that they had not, in fact, 
been alone in the room all this time. 


She blushed bright red and turned to apologize to Zoya, but her friend just smirked at her and 
mouthed, “Lucky bitch,” as Aleksander stepped out the door. 


Since the Lantsovs were hosting, Alina had to smile at Tatiana and let Pyotr kiss her cheeks 
as soon as she walked through the door. They didn’t seem to remember the three prior times 
they’d been introduced to her, but she was coming to expect no better. Behind them, Zoya 
offered polite thanks for the invitation. Alina looked back to take in Pyotr’s admiring leer and 
Tatiana’s pursed lipped assessment of Zoya’s dress. She really couldn’t stand either of them. 


While she was growing accustomed to Aleksander’s social world, this was still only her 
second gala, her first as his girlfriend. She couldn’t help the nervous flutter in her stomach as 
he guided her deeper into the room with a hand at her back, nodding greetings to his 
acquaintances. This wasn’t like the opera. Everyone here recognized her. They all had 
opinions, and those opinions might matter to Aleksander. 


His voice murmuring in her ear kept her grounded. “Do you mind circulating with me a little 
bit, and then you can go keep Zoya company while I have boring business conversations?” 


She nodded. To an outside observer, sending her off to talk with her friend might have 
seemed infantilizing, but she didn’t particularly want to listen to shop talk. His business 
conversations truly were boring. 


It took them forty-five minutes to make a circuit of the room. Everyone wanted to talk to 
Aleksander, and as soon as Alina was introduced as his girlfriend, they wanted to talk to her 
too. 


Small talk had never been Alina’s favourite activity. She didn’t come across well when asked, 
“What do you do, Alina?” or “Where did you go to school?” or “Tell me about you.” The 
stale facts and awkward silences made her skin crawl, especially in a setting like this, where 
she knew she was being weighed and measured. Normally, people were just disinterested in 
her story. Here, some of the men were evaluating her like a piece of merchandise, and a 
number of the people she met were overtly jealous. Aleksander seemed to be perfecting a 
disapproving scowl to silence the cattiest remarks, but even he couldn’t prevent unpleasant 
interactions entirely. 


She breathed a sigh of relief when she was able to seek out Zoya, who had scoped out their 
seats and introduced herself to Tolya and Tamar. When she saw Alina approach, though, she 
disengaged herself and reached out to grab her arm. 


“Nikolai Lantsov just arrived, and you need to introduce me now.” 
Alina rolled her eyes. “You have an alarmingly one-track mind.” 
“You would too if you hadn't already landed your own prince charming.” 


Alina didn't try to argue with this patently unfair characterization, instead shrugging and 
scanning the crowd to find Nik. He was lingering near his family’s table, looking rakish in a 
blue velvet smoking jacket and perfectly cut trousers. Leave it to Nik to ignore the black tie 
dress code and look good doing it. 


“Alina!” he cried, blowing off the men he’d been casually chatting with and stepping forward 
to meet them. “And Alina’s friend who’s way out of my league!” 


Alina blushed bright red. “I didn’t think you’d remember that.” 
“Of course I do. You never got around to giving me her number.” 


“Yeah—sorry. Had a little too much to drink that night and got sidetracked acting like an 
idiot.” 


“No worries.” His smile was reassuring, and she could tell he was genuinely willing to put 
the disastrous outing behind them. He turned to Zoya and put out his hand. “I’m Nikolai 
Lantsov.” 


If Alina had expected Zoya to blush like she had with Aleksander, she was wrong. 
Completely at ease, she took Nik’s hand firmly in hers. 


“T know.” 

“Do I get to know your name?” 

“Alina didn’t tell you?” 

“T was also a little drunk at the time, sweetheart. Cut me a break?” 

“Zoya Nazyalensky. Not a sweetheart.” 

“Zoya. Nice to meet you.” 

“Get me a drink, and we’ll see if the feeling’s mutual.” 

“As the lady commands. Alina, do you want anything?” 

She laughed. “No way am I getting in the middle of this. You two have fun.” 


She made her way back to their table and gave her own greetings to Tamar and Tolya, who 
kept her occupied with light gossip about the Lantsov merger and speculation about which 
causes MI’s autumn gala should support. 


Eventually, appetizers were served, and Aleksander still hadn’t returned. After a moment of 
searching, she found him in a corner with Vasily Lantsov and a couple of his cronies, not 
entirely succeeding in hiding an expression of disdain. Without pausing to second guess 
herself, she stood up and walked over to him. 


“Sasha, you’re going to miss the meal. Save the shop talk for after dessert. I’m getting 
lonely.” She let a whine sneak into her voice, and a glance out of the corner of her eye told 
her that the other men had bought the act: vapid girl demanding her boyfriend’s attention. 


“Of course, Malyshka. Forgive me for neglecting you. Gentlemen, we’ll speak later.” He 
pulled her into his side as they walked away, hand low on her hip. 


“You looked like you needed saving.” 
“You are an angel,” he sighed. 


They took their seats and set to work on the sadly unappetizing salads. The seat to Alina’s 
right was still empty; apparently Zoya had ditched them. A glance around the room showed 
her and Nik sitting together near the front of the room. They must have finagled an extra 
place setting. Nik had an elbow on the table and his whole body twisted towards Zoya, who 
leaned back in her chair with a mildly amused expression. One would never guess, to look at 
them, that she had been lobbying Alina to introduce them for weeks. She couldn’t help but 
smirk. 


“What amuses you so, moya solnyshka?’” Aleksander had leaned down to murmur his 
question in her ear, and as she smiled up at him, their noses nearly brushed. 


“Nik and Zoya. I just introduced them, and I think she already has him whipped.” 


He followed her line of sight, then brushed a hand over his face. “God, Nik is going to 
become insufferable. He’s such a miserable puppy when he’s in love.” 


She giggled. “Zoya’s gonna be so smug about this.” 


With a sigh, he turned back to her. “I’m happy for your friend, of course, Alinochka, but I 
wish I could be spared Nikolai’s dramatic monologues about his romantic woes. He hasn’t 
had a serious relationship in three years, and I cannot tell you what a relief that was.” She 
laughed again, and he gave her a theatrical scowl. “Don’t laugh at my pain, darling. It’s 
beneath you.” 


“Who’s the drama queen now?” 


“You wound me, moya lyuboy.” At that endearment, they both lost their teasing expressions. 
She wasn’t sure if he had meant to say it, or meant her to understand. Moya lyubov. My love. 


She waited, frozen, even her breath suspended, for him to take it back, but he didn’t. He just 
stared at her and waited for her response. Part of her wanted to respond directly. J love you 
too. It sounded right, in her mind. But it was too soon, too irrevocable, and panic clogged her 
throat. Instead, she smiled and reached out her hand to clasp his. 


“T couldn’t bear to wound you, Sasha.” She watched his eyes, afraid to find a flicker of 
disappointment there, some new wall of reserve. Instead he leaned in to kiss her forehead. 


“T know, Alinochka.” 


The moment passed and they returned to joking about Nikolai and Zoya and complaining 
about the lackluster meal. But his words lingered, all through dinner and dancing and in the 
car on the way home. As she drifted off to sleep at last, they still echoed in her mind. Moya 
lyuboy. My love. 


Chapter End Notes 
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Another gala, another minor disaster. Who's ready to meet Baghra? 
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Alina had dropped Zoya at the airport on Monday afternoon with a sense of sadness and 
satisfaction—sadness at being separated from the person who had become, almost without 
her noticing, her closest friend, and satisfaction at the completion of an unquestionably 
successful visit. Her best friend liked her boyfriend. Score one life victory for Starkova. 


As though Zoya’s approval were a magic talisman warding off major crises, life settled into a 
pleasant rhythm in the ensuing weeks. Alina started to wake up early to go into the office 
with Aleksander. She would cajole him into sharing a light breakfast with her—a meal he 
habitually skipped. Some mornings, she was even motivated enough to work out with him, if 
only for the pleasure of watching his muscles flex as he lifted. However they spent the early 
morning, at 7:30 Adrik and Ivan would take them to the office. Most days she wrapped up all 
her work by lunch and spent the afternoon writing alone in her home office or at a cafe with 
Inej. Aleksander missed dinner most nights. More than once he had mused to her that he 
ought to find some way to delegate part of his workload. 


“T despise spending my evenings apart from you, Milaya. I’ve never wanted to be someone 
who neglected those close to me just for work.” 


She could only approve of that suggestion. 


No matter how busy his schedule became, she would join him for any social obligations, and 
he made certain to clear at least one evening a week for a date night. Their dates were 
invariably wonderful. On one particularly memorable occasion night, he had paid the owners 
of the Strand to close two hours early and set her loose to explore the empty bookstore. He 
followed behind her, insisting upon carrying any books she found, until his arms were 
overloaded and her eyes were blurred from scanning spines. When she attempted to sort 
through the resulting book mountain to weed out anything she didn’t really need, he just 
laughed at her and bought them all. She came home to find a new bookshelf assembled in her 
office, and Aleksander sat on the floor with her, watching her sort them onto the shelves and 
intermittently offering her sparkling water and bites of brownie. So really, as far as Alina was 
concerned, her life could hardly be improved. 


Work was relatively uneventful. The Morozova Foundation held one of its three annual 
fundraisers at the end of June, so her work hours were once more full of catering menus and 
seating plans. To her delight, this event would support the scholarship program Aleksander 
had announced the night they met. He had included her in several strategy meetings since her 
arrival to discuss how best to recruit and support under-privileged students, and how to 


provide community alongside intellectual and professional development. She was really 
proud of the one-on-one mentorship program that would be rolled out next year at her 
suggestion, and of the housing coordination services and personal financial management 
curriculum which she had also advocated for. In fact, she was so proud that she’d let 
Aleksander talk her into speaking about the program at the gala, a promise that was now 
keeping her up at night. Apart from her terror of public speaking, though, everything was 
going well. 


She called Zoya at least once a week, listening to her latest tales of Nik’s attempts to woo her. 
The man appeared to be confused by a woman who wouldn’t fall at his feet at the first 
flirtation. She could tell that, beneath her hard-ass facade, Zoya was just as smitten. Lately 
she had mentioned with feigned nonchalance a few positions that had been posted by New 
York law firms. Alina tried not to overreact, but the suggestion that her friend might, sooner 
or later, join her in the city thrilled her. 


She was also making more effort to spend time with Genya, who had seemed subdued of late. 
She was skipping Fedyor’s game nights with unusual frequency and was constantly running 
from one task to the next. Alina had tried to raise the subject with her on a couple of 
occasions, but she brushed it off. Instead of prying further, Alina just brought Genya coffee 
as often as she could and dragged her out for lunch when she’d permit it. She wanted to be 
real friends with Genya—wanted to support her as she was clearly struggling with something. 
But a few months’ acquaintance had taught her that Genya, not unlike Alina herself, 
responded poorly to pressure. Best to let her raise the subject on her own in due time. 


Thus preoccupied with the precious travails of love, and work, and friendship, six weeks 
slipped past before she knew it. She spent the week before the gala in a frenzied haze, 
resolving last-minute vendor issues and making revisions to her speech. It sounded articulate 
when she practiced in her bedroom mirror, but she couldn’t escape the conviction that all of 
Aleksander’s associates would be laughing at her behind her back. Nonetheless, she was 
determined that insecurity would not prevent her from advocating for a cause she cared 
about. 


Gala preparation had become a routine at this point. Another beautiful dress from Genya: 
burgundy Alexander McQueen, at once romantic and authoritative. Another absurdly 
expensive set of jewels from Aleksander: earrings and a matching cuff crafted from rubies 
and gold filigree to look like phoenix feathers. 


This time, she was the one standing next to Aleksander to greet their guests—not only the 
usual crowd of philanthropists she’d come to know and mostly despise, but also many of her 
friends from the foundation. It was a fabulous turnout. Even the mayor was there, eager to 
suck up to an unimpressed Aleksander. That didn’t make her feel better about her speech. 


Even though she couldn’t practice one last time, obliged as she was to make the rounds with 
Aleksander, she still kept reaching into her purse to finger her notecards as though the 
information might imbed deeper by osmosis. She picked at her dinner, her hands shaking in 
spite of Aleksander’s comforting hand rubbing her back and his repeated whispered 
assurances that “Everything will be fine, Alina. You'll be brilliant.” 


Dinner seemed to last forever, but at last the pear tarts and dessert wine gave way to coffee 
and chocolates, the signal for the emcee to cue the promo video for the program before 
introducing Alina. She absorbed nothing from the video, except that Aleksander looked very 
handsome in professorial tweed, and then, as though she had been teleported or jumped 
forward in time by accident, she was climbing the steps of the stage. She kissed the emcee’s 
cheeks and set her notecards on the podium, trying to disguise her still-shaking hands. 


She looked at the crowd and went blank. Didn’t think to look for a friendly face, or to check 
her notes. Just blank terror, the conviction that in a moment she would simply have to run off 
the stage and never show her face again. 


She managed one deep breath. And then—she knew. Not the whole speech, but she knew the 
first line. It was an easy line: “My name is Alina Starkova.” So she said that. And once she’d 
said that, the next sentences, which she had practiced many times, followed. “I could 
introduce myself to you in many ways. I could tell you that I’m the Executive Social 
Coordinator for Morozova Industries, or that I’m a graduate of the University of N__, or 
that I’m the daughter of immigrants, or that I’m a writer. But for tonight, what I’d like to tell 
you about me, is that I was a foster child.” 


And it all followed from there. At the end, when she thanked the audience and they 
responded with applause that seemed too vigorous to be merely polite, she glanced down and 
finally met Aleksander’s eyes. He beamed up at her, pride evident in his every feature as he 
stood from his chair to applaud. 


He would speak next, and so he greeted her at the bottom of the steps, handing her down in 
her teetering heels and kissing her deeply before taking the stage himself. He looked 
completely natural, as though the very notion of stage fright were entirely foreign to him. 
Normally she would envy him that, but tonight she was just proud of herself. She had set 
herself a terrifying task and conquered it. 


Strangely, as she took her seat again and piled all the leftover chocolates onto her dessert 
plate, she was thinking of Mal. Of how sure he had been that she’d only gained her job 
because of Aleksander’s attraction to her. She still wasn’t sure how true that was. Aleksander 
had said that he’d seen her professional potential when they first met, even if he also wanted 
to be with her. But now she knew for sure that whatever his intentions, whatever the future of 
their relationship, her work here had merit. She had already known it in principle, but the 
reminder was inexpressibly precious: she wasn’t just valuable because she was Aleksander’s 
girlfriend. She was a capable professional and an artist, a friend and an advocate. Whatever 
the future held for her, she would take it, and she would find a way to build something 
meaningful. 


After Aleksander’s speech, he and Alina were both inundated with congratulations and 
questions. By the time she had worked her way out of the knot of admirers that had formed 
around their table, her euphoria had worn off, and she was totally exhausted. Grabbing her 
purse, she crossed the ballroom as inconspicuously as she could, intending to hide for a bit in 
the bathroom. 


Out of the corner of her eye, she spotted Genya’s red hair, and she turned towards her with 
the thought of asking her, in that stereotypically feminine way, to come to the bathroom with 
her. Before she could approach, though, she noticed that Genya wasn’t alone. She was 
standing stiffly across from Pyotr and Vasily, her face curiously blank, while from a few 
yards away, Tatiana glared at her over the rim of her martini glass. 


The scene made Alina’s stomach sink, though she couldn’t pinpoint why. She sped up her 
steps, hoping to stage a subtle rescue, but Genya caught her eye and shook her head. A 
moment later, Ivan materialized at Genya’s side and led her away. The two Lantsov men both 
ogled her ass as she departed. Not wanting to be caught giving Aleksander’s business 
associates a death glare, Alina hurried off in the opposite direction. 


As she neared the bathroom, she nearly bumped into a small woman with steel grey hair and 
a sour expression. Her eyes snapped to Alina’s and froze her in place—dark eyes. 
Aleksander’s eyes. She knew it before the woman opened her mouth: this was Baghra 
Morozova. 


“So you’re the foolish girl my son's been playing with lately.” 


“T wouldn’t say that’s a fair assessment of me or our relationship. But I am Alina Starkova, 
Aleksander’s girlfriend. You must be Ms. Morozova.” 


“T am.” Baghra let the silence linger awkwardly. Alina knew it was an intimidation tactic, but 
she still found herself desperate to fill it. 


“So, Aleksander tells me you’re from quite a small town in Russia? Near Moscow?” 
“Did he.” It wasn’t really a question. 


“May I ask where exactly? My father was also from Russia. From St. Petersburg. And before 
that Siberia, I think? Anyway, we like to compare notes on our shared Russian heritage.” 


“Do you.” 
Silence again. Alina grit her teeth. 
“Aleksander didn’t mention your profession. What do you do?” 


The woman only blinked at this. “Are you hoping to suck up to Aleksander’s mother in the 
hallway outside a hotel bathroom?” 


Her tone made it sound like this was the height of idiocy. 
“I’m just pleased to meet you. Sasha mentioned you sometimes came—” 


A snort interrupted her. “Sasha, eh? Let me do you a favour, Girl, and tell you the truth about 
your Sasha. You may think that you’re special to him, that he cares about you. The truth is 
you’re just an accessory to him, like every other woman in his life. He’s had decades to learn 
to manipulate silly girls like you. You’re a fresh-faced little toy with a sob story that makes 


him look good. If you were smart, you would run fast and far, before he uses you up and 
discards you.” 


Alina’s face flushed. This much malice inevitably made her teary-eyed, but she was 
determined not to cry in front of this dreadful woman. 


“T don’t believe you,” she said, trying to keep her tone even and resolved. The woman just 
smirked and shrugged. 


“Don’t come crying to me when it all comes crashing down, then.” 


Baghra pushed past her and walked off toward the ballroom. Suddenly, rage welled within 
Alina, and before she could think better of it, she yelled, “No matter what happens, I’m not 
stupid enough to seek the help of a bitter, malicious old hag!” 


Then, entirely overcome by her own bravado and immaturity, she ducked into the bathroom, 
locked herself into a stall, and cried. 


She ended up calling Adrik from the bathroom and going home early. She texted Aleksander 
and Genya to tell them that she had felt a bit ill. So she wasn’t surprised when, near midnight, 
while she was reading an essay collection in bed in a vain attempt to make herself sleepy, 
Aleksander peaked into her room, a steaming mug of ginger tea in hand. 


“Are you all right, Milaya? I saw the light under your door.” 
He leaned on the bed next to her and reached out to feel her forehead. 


“Yeah,” she said, glumly. “I’m not actually sick. I just— Well, honestly, I had a run in with 
your mother.” 


“You spoke to Baghra?” His tone was slightly sharp. 
“Yeah.” 

“What did she—” 

“T may have called her a bitter old hag.” 

This startled a loud, barking laugh from him. 

“You didn’t!” 


Rolling her face into her pillow in mortification, she mumbled, “Yeah, I did.” Then she 
looked up again. “I’m so sorry, Sasha. It was so immature of me. She was just so—well, 
mean. And she kept saying these awful things about me and you. I got—mad. Clearly. And 
acted like a nine year old.” 


He set the tea aside, buried his face in his hands, looked back up at her, and then dissolved 
into a paroxysm of laughter. His face now buried in her lap, he wheezed, “You— called— my 


1? 


— mother— a— hag 


“I’m sorry!” she cried, now laughing too. “You didn’t warn me that your mother was the 
absolute worst!” 


“Well, it’s not a thing that’s easy to explain to one’s girlfriend. What should I have said? ‘By 
the by, Alina, my mother is a walking nightmare who has never known joy’?” 


“Well, it would have been better than nothing!” 


“You’re right. I’m sorry, Alinochka. I should have prepared you. I didn’t realize she was 
going to attend.” 


He regarded her for a moment. “What did she say to you, Malyshka? It must have upset you 
very much for you to respond in that way.” 


Alina looked down at her hand where it pinched and twisted the duvet. 


“Yeah. She said— Well, she said a lot of stuff about how dumb I am, and how you’ll use me 
up and throw me away. That sort of thing.” 


“Never.” His voice was hard, but it did not alarm her. “She was wrong, and she had no right 
to say such things to you. None at all, Milaya.” 


“Yeah, I guess. I was excited to meet her. I didn’t expect...” 
“Tt’s impossible to expect Baghra. You have to weather her. Like a tornado. Or a hurricane.” 


Now it was Alina’s turn to laugh. Even as she did, she felt tears of humiliation threaten to 
reappear, and she groaned into her pillow once more. 


“T just wish I hadn’t responded like a child. She already thought I was dumb and naive. What 
will she think of me now?” 


“T don’t give a fuck. Baghra has never approved of anything about me. I don’t need her 
opinion on my relationship.” In a softer tone, he added, ““What can I do to make this better, 
Milaya?” 


“Just cuddle with me for a bit?” 


At that request, he smiled. Toeing off his slippers, he climbed under the covers and open his 
arms so that she could nestle against his chest. With his hand stroking her shoulder, she felt 
small and warm and treasured. And safe enough to whisper the real thought plaguing her. 


“T think there’s a lot you haven’t told me about your childhood and your life before we met.” 
His answering murmur betrayed no discomfort. 


“Another time, Malyshka. For right now, you just need to sleep.” 


So she did. And when her alarm woke her, she was still in his arms. 
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She woke up slowly, exquisitely warm, with that fragile sense of perfect well-being which 
rarely endures beyond dreams. It took her a moment to realize that Aleksander was spooning 
her from behind. They had never slept in the same bed before. Alina was reserved with her 
physical affections, eager to kiss him but reluctant to progress much beyond that. Now, the 
crisp winter scent of his cologne, the warmth of his arm wrapped around her, and his hand 
resting over her breast affected her like a particularly potent drug. 


She sighed happily, half-waking Aleksander, who groaned into her hair. 
“Hmmm. Alinochka.” 


His subconscious recognition only added to her contentment. Then his thumb brushed over 
her nipple and he ground his apparently very alert cock against her ass, and she went from 
hazy contentment to a throbbing awareness. 


She was tempted to stay like that and relish the titillating contact. But she knew if she stayed 
that way much longer, she would beg him to have sex with her, and something still prevented 
her. As she grew more alert, Baghra’s insults resurfaced, and she wondered if she was 
delaying sex because she feared Aleksander would discard her after getting her into bed. It 
probably wasn’t rational, but she wasn’t going to ignore her intuition either. And that meant 
she had to get up. 


“Aleksander,” she murmured, rolling over to face him. “Aleksander.” 


His eyes blinked open. He smiled sleepily and pulled her closer for a long kiss. 


“Good morning, Milaya.” He ran his tongue over his teeth and winced. “How long were we 
out?” 


A glance at her alarm clock showed that it was 7:30, long past Aleksander’s usual wake-up 
time. 


“Sleeping with you is just too comfortable, Malyshka,” he commented. “But unfortunately, 
I’m due on a conference call at 8.” 


He didn’t move. They lay, sharing a pillow, staring into each others’ eyes. 
“T wish we could stay like this forever,” he whispered. 

“Me too.” 

He sat up and stretched, his back popping audibly. 

“Old man,” she laughed. 


“Watch your mouth, little girl,” he growled with an exaggerated menace. He looked down to 
slide his feet into his slippers, then locked eyes with her again. 


“What would you say to going away with me next week? Over the 4" of July?” 
“To Maine?” 

He grinned. “I have someplace else in mind.” 

“Are you going to tell me where?” 


“Nope.” He smirked. “Genya will pack for you. Just pick out enough books to last you five 
days.” 


“No hints?” 

“Not this time.” 

With an exaggerated huff, she stood up and kissed him. 
“Will you be home for dinner tonight?” 

“Tf all goes well.” 

“Better make sure it goes well, then.” 


“As you wish, Miss Starkova.” With another long kiss, he padded out of the room. 


The week following the gala was relatively quiet at work, but several newspapers ran articles 
about Alina’s speech, and paparazzi staked out the house again. Consequently, she spent a lot 


of time working from her home office and writing in the living room or kitchen rather than 
trying to visit cafés while photographers tailed her. 


The headlines—mostly from serious papers rather than tabloids—were reductive but 
generally flattering. For the moment, she wasn’t Aleksander’s gold-digger girlfriend. She was 
Alina Starkova, advocate for underprivileged youth, an inspiring story that might have a 
Cinderella ending. It was a nice life narrative, and one she was halfway tempted to believe. 


Even so, the increased public attention was draining, and she couldn’t wait to get out of New 
York. That week seemed to crawl, and she spent hours staring at her office wall rather than 
making progress on her current novel draft. At last, though, the Friday before the 4" arrived. 
She knew she and Aleksander were catching a redeye flight, but that was it. Genya wouldn’t 
tell her anything, no matter how much she begged. Since Genya seemed to enjoy the air of 
mystery, Alina didn’t complain too much. Her friend had shown little enough enthusiasm 
recently, and it was nice to joke with her about whether her roller bag would contain a parka 
or an assortment of bikinis. (“Probably both,” Genya stubbornly maintained.) 


Adrik collected her and her bag of mysteries from the townhouse and drove her to Newark, 
where Aleksander met her at Departures. 


“Are we flying commercial?” she asked, feeling slightly incredulous. 
“Would you have let me hear the end of it if we’d taken the private jet?” 
“T am not going to let you hear the end of it just for owning a private jet.” 


He just laughed at her sour expression and gestured for a uniformed attendant to take her 
suitcase. 


“Are you ready to go?” 

“No hints as to our destination?” 

“You'll know soon enough, Alinochka. Patience is a virtue.” 

“T hate people who use that excuse when they’re being intentionally irritating.” 
“T suspect you'll forgive me.” 

“Only if I like the place you’ve chosen.” 

“You will.” 


They walked past the security line, past the special pre-check lane, to where a lone TSA 
officer seemed to be waiting. Aleksander handed the man their passports and boarding 
passes, and he escorted them through a back hallway, stopping briefly to check their carry-on 
bags, before ushering them into a secured area and to the door of a first-class lounge. Alina 
ought to have felt guilty for skipping the wait at security, but she only felt smug. 


They settled by a window in the lounge, and a waiter appeared unasked with a bottle of 
champagne. 


“Ts this how people in first class always experience the airport?” 


“This is how people in first class with investments in major airlines experience the airport, 
Malyshka.” 


“T don’t think I’ll ever be able to fly like a peasant again.” 


“You won’t have to.” Aleksander’s gaze was so intense she couldn’t quite meet it or find 
something to say, but she reached out and clasped his hand. 


They sipped their champagne in silence for a while, then Aleksander asked if she’d like 
anything to eat. Perusing their menus broke the tension, and soon Alina was pestering him 
once more to know their destination. He remained imperturbable, and so, with teasing smiles, 
they devoured a surprisingly excellent dinner of falafel and Greek salad. Then Aleksander got 
a call and decreed it was time to go. Tired from the week and relaxed from champagne, Alina 
cuddled under his arm as they walked, and before she even had time to check the display 
screens, he had herded her down a jetway and onto the plane. 


It wasn’t until take-off, when the pilot said, “Hello everyone, and welcome to United Flight 
19 with service to Milan,” that she realized they were actually leaving the continent. She had 
never even been to Canada, and now she was in an absurdly comfortable seat about to fly to 
Italy. 


“We’re going to Milan?” she asked, her whisper sounding agitated in her excitement. 
“We’re going to Lake Como, actually. Is that ok?” 


“Sasha. Is that ok? Yes, yes, it’s ok. It’s great. It’s—” She actually thought she might cry, but 
his smile calmed her. 


“Good. Now, why don’t you curl up and get a little rest? You’ve had a long week. Ill make 
sure you wake up in time for dinner.” 


She leaned over to kiss him and then did exactly as he suggested. 


When they disembarked in Milan, Alina blinking and yawning after sleeping far better than 
she had expected to, they were expedited through customs and met by a driver, his 
stereotypical whiteboard sign reading only “A. M.” 


In the car, she slid across the bench seat to lean against Aleksander, his arm around her and 
her head nestled in the crook of his neck. She watched the majestic white walls of Milan slide 
past the window, giving way to highway through rolling hills, and then to narrow country 
roads nested between vine-covered walls. Here and there she caught glimpses of the lake, 
dotted with boats and flanked by old stone buildings in shades of white and tan. The 
perfection of the view ought to have enlivened her, but in her jet-lagged state, she felt like the 


world outside was its own sort of dream. When the car turned sharply downhill into a 
gravelled driveway, she was jolted out of a sleep which could have lasted for a minute or an 
hour. 


High gates slammed automatically behind them. The drive was long, winding, and overhung 
with rhododendron and laurel. It took a couple of minutes for the driver to pull to a stop in 
front of a storybook villa, whitewashed and drowned in ivy. The driver saw to their bags 
while Aleksander helped her out and led her toward the front doors, which were ornately 
carved and looked hundreds of years old. 


They opened to reveal a courtyard full of plants with a fountain burbling in the center. From 
where they stood, the occasional passing car was scarcely audible. She could only hear the 
water, birdsong, and a strain of cello music playing from somewhere inside the house. 


“What do you want to do first, Alinochka? Brunch? Shower? The grand tour?” 
“Shower, then food, then tour.” 
“Sounds perfect.” 


He led her through a sunlit hall, up a flight of stairs, and down a short corridor to her 
bedroom, which was next door to his own. The room was beautiful and brightly lit: white 
walls, a tiled floor, and a canopy bed of pale wood. The translucent white curtains on the bed 
matched those that framed the tall French windows, and they all fluttered lightly in the 
morning breeze. Her room shared a terrace with Aleksander's, overlooking a back patio with 
stairs leading down the short, rocky slope to the lake. A rowboat had been pulled onto the 
rocks, and a sleek motorboat was tethered to the dock. 


The chauffeur had placed her bag on the bed, and she opened it with a smile. As she removed 
the perfectly curated assortment of breezy linen and cotton daytime outfits and glamorous 
evening wear, she made a mental note to text Genya and thank her properly for handling the 
packing. 


After a long, lukewarm shower, she felt more human if not more alert. A knock on the door 
interrupted her as she was pulling on a cheery yellow sundress. She scrambled to finish doing 
up the buttons and swung the door open. 


Aleksander was waiting outside, his hair wet and slightly wavy, clad, true to form, in black 
linen. His shirt was only about half buttoned, and she couldn’t resist kissing the sliver of 
exposed chest when he pulled her into a hug. 


“Ready for lunch?” 
“Yes, please. Starving.” 


He took her hand and led her down to the patio, where a round table was set with china and 
silver and heavy laden with breakfast food. After pulling out her chair for her, he retrieved a 
bottle of champagne from the ice bucket by the table. 


“Mimosa?” 

“Yes, please.” 

He filled their glasses, then raised his in a toast. 

“To you, Alina.” 

“To us,” she replied, feeling in that moment at once cliche and glamorous. 
He smiled one of his sharp, hungry smiles. “To us.” 


After taking the obligatory sip of her drink, she set it aside and loaded up her plate. For a 
while, she succumbed to her hunger and ate in total silence, relishing the cloud-like 
scrambled eggs and cream-filled pastries she didn't know the name of. Eventually, she was 
satisfied enough to sit back and enjoy the view of the lake and the garden. 


“Sasha, this is idyllic.” 

“T thought you might like it.” 
“You own this?” 

“Borrowed it from a friend.” 
“Tt’s perfect.” 


“It’s one of my favourite places. Besides, it’s pretty secluded compared to the Maine house, 
and a lot warmer.” 


“The warmth is appreciated.” 
“IT knew you were a warm weather creature, my solnyshka.” 


She never quite grew used to his pet names—Milaya, Malyshka, Solnyshka, moya lyubovy. 
Each one gave her a thrill, even though she’d learned to suppress her blushes. 


“So what’s there to do here?” She hoped the question would restore her equanimity; jet lag 
seems to have thrown her off balance, and her sleepiness combined with the champagne and 
that tantalizing glimpse of chest made her feel more reckless and horny than she was 
prepared to deal with. 


“Eat. Sleep. Swim. Take the boat out—just to enjoy the scenery, or we can go across to one 
of the towns, if you feel like it. Or we can stay here, take private cooking classes or spa 
treatments. Or you can just hole up and write. Whatever you feel like, Milaya. But let’s do 
something outside today, or else you’ll fall asleep and confuse your body clock.” 


She nodded. “Good plan. Maybe we can take the boat out? Swim a little bit?” 


He smiled. “I'll have the kitchen pack us a picnic.” 


The day continued as perfectly as it had begun. They did, indeed, take the boat out, laying in 
the sun until they got too hot and then jumping in the lake before repeating the process over. 
They ate caprese salad and olives and wedges of perfectly ripe cantaloupe for lunch, and then 
Alina curled up against Aleksander’s sun-warmed chest until she was almost asleep before 
jumping in the water one more time to wake herself up. They ate an early dinner on the patio, 
sitting close as the sun set and the air cooled. Alina rolled into bed by 9 and fell asleep 
instantly. 


Every day after was like the first: long, luxuriant, and blessedly private. No cameras 
following their every move, no headlines, and by some miracle, no emergency calls from the 
office. 


The only thing that detracted from Alina’s enjoyment was how badly she wanted to go to bed 
with Aleksander. They sometimes spent hours curled up together making out like giddy 
teenagers. It was at once deeply satisfying and maddening. She knew Aleksander wanted her 
—could see his desire, and not just in his eyes. She had enjoyed stoking that hunger, taking 
advantage of the absurd selection of tiny bikinis which Genya had packed for her. (Genya had 
also packed a Jot of lingerie, but Alina chose to ignore that fact.) He never said a word, never 
pressured her, but she knew he wanted more. 


The thing was, she wanted him just as much. She couldn’t quite articulate why she wasn’t 
ready for sex. She hadn’t waited this long or agonized this much over losing her virginity to 
Alexei. She wasn’t afraid of Aleksander—that he would be too rough or expect too much. 
She wasn’t afraid that her own performance would disappoint him—at least, not in her 
sensible moments—nor that he would see her differently after. She knew he would treat her 
with just as much care and reverence as he always had. She hated the moment at the end of 
the night when they separated to different rooms. But when she contemplated more, 
something within her froze, and she knew she had to heed that inarticulable resistance. 


So the days passed in mingled delight and frustration. Every morning, Alina woke early and 
did yoga on the patio, like someone in an ad for a spa retreat. She wrote a lot, long-hand, in 
the sunny library or out on the boat under the afternoon sun. And she relished Aleksander’s 
constant company. 


They strolled through the picture book town of Varenna. They took a pasta-making class, and 
they devoured mountains of gleaming risotto. They took the boat all around the lake, 
swimming and picnicking nearly every day. It was easy, in this world of quiet and luxury, to 
imagine that life could always be so perfect. 


But all good things, as Alina knew too well, come inevitably to an end. Eternal as those sunlit 
days seemed, July 5" approached far faster than she liked, and with it their scheduled flight 
home. She wasn’t ready, and she suspected Aleksander felt the same. His touches lingered 
longer on the 4", and his looks were more intense. It felt as though they were both clinging to 
each other, bracing for their return to New York and the work which would inevitably curtail 
their time together. 


For their last night, Aleksander promised her another surprise—and she even managed not to 
whine about his secrecy. They took the boat out just as the light began to dim, up the lake, 
away from the busier towns. They tied the boat to a small dock, shadowed by overhanging 
trees, and Alina felt perplexed as she accepted Aleksander’s hand out. The land sloping up 
from the dock looked abandoned and overgrown, as though they might be trespassing. She 
chose not to voice her confusion, holding fast to Aleksander’s hand as he led her up a narrow 
gravel path, ducking under tree branches and brushing vines out of their way as they went. 
Eventually, the path gave way to steps, and by the time the steps opened out onto a tree- 
bordered lawn, she was panting and slightly exasperated. 


“Sasha, what are we—” she broke off. Dinner had been laid out on the lawn: a single table, 
set with white linen and crystal and so many candles it was probably a fire hazard. It looked 
like something out of a painting. She didn’t fully understand, though, until she glanced back 
over her shoulder. Her breath caught. It felt like she could see the whole lake, the lights of the 
boats and villas winking like fireflies below them. 


“God, Sasha, this is gorgeous.” 
“Almost as gorgeous as you, Solnyshka.” 


She felt obligated to roll her eyes, but it was a hollow gesture. The warmth in his expression 
as he smiled down at her was just as overwhelming as the spectacular setting. 


They settled down to eat, but Alina barely noticed what she was tasting. The past four days 
had been full of delicious food and beautiful places, but this felt different somehow. She 
couldn’t articulate—couldn’t admit to herself—what she felt happening between them. 


Aleksander kept up light conversation, and Alina thought she must have been responding 
adequately, but she couldn’t track the thread of the conversation. She kept glancing off at the 
view below, somehow too overwhelmed to look at Aleksander for long. 


They lapsed into silence when the time for dessert came, and she did manage to observe the 
perfection of the tiramisu on her tongue. Turning once more to take in the view of the lake 
below, she was caught off guard by a rustling in the trees. 


Out of the underbrush stepped a stag—improbable, graceful, silent. Moonlight silhouetted its 
many-pointed antlers. Alina froze at first, then choked in a ragged breath. The sound startled 
the stag, and he turned, tail raised, to bound back into the brush. She wanted to call after him. 
Don t go yet! But he had already vanished. 


Still, she couldn’t look away from where the creature had appeared. Distantly, she heard 
Aleksander ask, “Are you all right, Alina?” But she didn’t manage to acknowledge him until 
he actually stood up and circled the table to kneel in front of her. 


“Moya lyubov, are you well?” 


““Yes—” she blinked back sudden, startling tears. “Yes, I’m just fine. I just—did I ever tell 
you about this dream I used to have as a child? About a stag?” 


“No.” He raised a curious eyebrow. 


“T seemed to have it whenever I moved to a new foster home. I’d be walking through this 
forest in winter—snow on the ground, but I never felt cold. I’d come to this clearing, and I’d 
always find this stag waiting for me. A huge, white stag—even bigger than that one, with 
antlers like a halo, sort of shining in the moonlight. And I’d reach out to touch it, and ’'d 
shine too.” 


“Then what happened?” 


“Then I’d wake up. I always wondered what might happen next. But it made me feel better 
when I did wake up. I wrote a poem about the stag once. I’d forgotten about it.” 


“T’d like to read it, if you still have it.” 


““Sure—it’s somewhere on my hard drive.” She shook herself, felt the goosebumps on her 
arms recede. 


“So seeing that stag is a good thing?” 


“Yes.” She couldn’t articulate why it mattered, but in that moment it felt infinitely important. 
She’d read once about how the Romans saw the movement of birds as significant—that an 
eagle diving down at the right moment was enough to move an army. She could almost 
understand that now. 


“Well, then,” Aleksander said, “Perhaps this is the right moment.” 


Her eyes had wandered from his face, back towards the dark woods where the stag had 
vanished, but now she turned back towards him. 


“What?” 


He was reaching into his pocket. He was reaching into his pocket and pulling out a ring box. 
She was already crying, and he hadn’t even opened the box or started talking yet, and she 
couldn’t know for sure yet what was happening, but surely he wouldn’t kneel down and pull 
out a box if he weren’t— And wasn’t this all too fast? Did she want this? She did, she did, 
she— 


Aleksander started talking, and it took a monumental feat of will to silence her thoughts 
enough to understand what he was saying. 


“Alina, moya Lyubov, I have never been an impulsive man. I’ve always planned every aspect 
of my life meticulously, acted according to reason and ambition. But the moment I saw you 
in that dive bar, cold and miserable, I knew I wanted you. From our first conversation, I knew 
that you were meant to be my wife. I couldn’t explain it, but I knew. 


“And since then, coming to actually know you has only confirmed that first impression. You 
are brilliant and hardworking and kind. You are beautiful, and funny, and you don’t put up 
with any of my nonsense. I love you. And I know that any rational person would say that it is 


far too soon to propose. And I know that this might be too much to ask of you. But as patient 
and meticulous as I normally am, I cannot bear to wait longer to make you my wife.” 


He cracked open the box, then—the box with a truly spectacular emerald ring. She couldn’t 
discern its details, but her heart sped up at the sight. 


“Alina Starkova, will you marry me?” 
And as the moment came to answer, all her doubts were simply swept aside. 


“Yes,” she said, and the solemnity of her voice surprised her. “Yes, Aleksander, I want to 
marry you.” 


Then he was smiling, and he kissed her and slipped the ring on her finger—heavy, stupidly 
expensive—and kissed her more, and then they were tumbling back down the path like two 
children playing hide and seek. 


As they climbed into the boat and Aleksander steered them back to the villa, reason returned 
to her. Ecstatic though she remained, she could not suppress her unease, the sense that this 
was all too much, too soon, too perfect. It was at once the animal’s instinct to make itself 
small, to stay still, stay close to the ground while the Great Change passed overhead, and the 
ancient certainty that if she blinked, looked away, looked back, the promised blessing would 
vanish like mist. 


But she wanted it; and what was more, she wanted to feel, to know, that this life belonged to 
her now. And so, later that night when he kissed her at her bedroom door, she pulled him 
inside, and when he asked, “Are you sure?” she said, “Yes.” And when he thrust himself 
inside her, and murmured over and over, “You’re mine, now. Mine. You’re mine,” her heart 
answered back, Yours. Yours. Yours. 


Chapter 22 


Chapter Notes 


I loved all your reactions to the proposal! They varied widely, which is always great fun 
for me. The next few chapters will be full of drama, and I can't wait to see what you 
make of them. The next chapter is actually already finished, so you can expect an update 
in a few days. 


Thanks to all of you who so faithfully comment on every chapter. You are a huge 
encouragement to me. 


Content Warning: We're going to discuss Genya's past in this chapter. It's about the same 
as canon, I don't want anyone to be blindsided. If you don't want to read it, just look for 

the moment where Genya mentions being hired by the Lantsovs, then skip to the end of 

that section. 


The next morning, she woke naked in his arms. She blinked, eyes adjusting to the pre-dawn 
haze, and as awareness of her circumstances returned to her, she waited for last night’s sense 
of mingled panic and desperate excitement, only to find it absent. She was just... content. 


She rolled over to examine the man embracing her. Asleep, he was boyish, lips pouting softly 
and hair tumbling rakishly over one eye. She reached up to brush it away, but stopped when 
the ring on her left hand came into view. She hadn’t really examined it closely, since it was 
dark when he proposed, and when they returned to the house, she’d been far too distracted. 
The emerald was large, but not so massive as to be tacky. Alina knew basically nothing about 
gemstones, apart from one monologue from Genya a few weeks before, but she knew that 
this one was exceptional. It trapped even the dim early morning light in its depths, perfectly 
clear. The dark green hue struck her as mysterious somehow, like the half-light of the ocean 
had been captured and set on her finger. Clustered on either side of the emerald were tiny, 
milky fire opals, like the first necklace Aleksander had given her. The band was yellow gold, 
engraved with branches and flowers in a swirling pattern she thought must be art nouveau. It 
was singular, precious, and perfect for her. 


She was engaged. 


She looked back up at Aleksander, whose brow was now wrinkled as though he were 
dreaming. She leaned forward and kissed the furrows away. She felt so fond of him in that 
moment—not admiring or intimidated or lustful, just fond. He was inexpressibly dear to her. 
And she was engaged to him. 


The thought filled her to the brim with delight. She wanted to leap up and dance or run or 
shout, or all three at once. She was going to marry Aleksander. He wanted to keep her 


forever, to make her Alina Morozova. God, she wished she had paper to write that out like a 
besotted schoolgirl. She loved this man, and he loved her, and he wanted to keep her. 


In lieu of dancing or screaming, she rolled onto her back and groped for her phone. 
Aleksander remained asleep, but he rolled closer to her with a small groan. Moving 
cautiously, unwilling to wake him yet, she held up her left hand and snapped a picture. She 
shared it with Zoya, adding the comment, “So... this happened,” before sending it off, both 
excited and nervous for her response. Then she sent it to Fedyor, Genya, Nina, and Inej. Then 
to Ivan, in case he felt left out. 


The messages were quickly delivered, but no one had read them yet. With a glance at the 
time, she realized it was late at night in the US. Fedyor sent congratulations after a few 
minutes, as did Genya, but the response was a little muted. Celebration would have to wait 
for their return home. 


But that was ok, because Aleksander was stirring, pulling her close and planting soft, sleepy 
kisses on her shoulder and neck. They had three hours before the car would take them to the 
airport, and she knew exactly how she wanted to spend them. 


The journey home passed in a happy haze. They cuddled on the plane and sipped yet more 
champagne, and they may or may not have snuck off to secure their membership in the Mile 
High Club. Alina marvelled at how she had completely lost her restraint as soon as she saw 
the ring on her finger. It seemed that all she needed was the promise that Aleksander 
wouldn’t leave to unlock all the desire she had so fiercely restrained for months. 


Ivan and Inej met them at the airport. Inej gave her a rare smile and murmured 
congratulations, and Ivan even managed a small, crooked grin. He shook Aleksander’s hand 
and then hers before his habitual impassivity returned and he ushered them to the car. 


Back home—and it was truly her home now, forever—Fedyor had prepared a celebratory 
lunch. He beamed and nearly shouted with glee when he saw them, gasping over the ring and 
then shoving champagne flutes into their hands. With all the alcohol she was drinking, the 
next morning was guaranteed to be a nightmare, but Alina chose not to care. 


Genya was there too, offering her own congratulations even as she handed off a massive 
stack of folders to Aleksander—the price of their entirely work-free vacation, it seemed. He 
groaned, but started leafing through the pile while they ate. 


When they were done eating and Genya and Alina were dealing with the dishes, her friend 
pulled her into another hug. 


“Are you happy?” she asked as they pulled back from each other. 
“Yes,” she replied, her tone decisive. It was the truth. She had never been happier. 
“This is awfully fast. You know it’s ok if you don’t want this, or you’re not ready yet?” 


“T understand, Gen. I really am happy.” 


“Ok. Just—always be careful of powerful men, ok?” 
“Sure, Gen.” 


At her reassurance, Genya nodded, and when Aleksander approached, she changed the 
subject, beginning an enthusiastic discourse on dates and venues. But her uncharacteristic 
concern lingered with Alina. Genya was never one to worry much about Alina feeling 
pressured, so there must have been something unusual to motivate her remarks. It reminded 
her that she was overdue for an honest conversation with Genya about her odd behavior 
lately. But today wasn’t the time, so she focused instead on the current conversation, agreeing 
with Aleksander’s assertion that they didn’t want to delay the date unnecessarily and nodding 
along as Genya effused about the possibility of a white winter wedding. 


The rest of the day was devoted to unpacking and celebration. Zoya called and screamed in 
her ear for several minutes, which honestly made her feel even more confident about her 
decision. She hadn’t been sure how she would respond if her friend had expressed concern, 
but the support was heartening. She was happy, and she felt lucky that she had a good friend 
to share her joy. Even better, Zoya told her before she hung up that she had an interview with 
a New York firm coming up, so her plans to move were looking more real than ever. 


When she went upstairs to unpack, Aleksander accompanied her. 
“How would you feel if we shared a room now, Alinochka?” 
“T would like that.” 


“Do you mind if I move my things into your room, then? My current space is a bit smaller 
than yours.” 


She nodded before fully registering the implications of this admission. “Aleksander. Did you 
give me the master bedroom when I moved in?” 


He paused, his smile turning sheepish. “I may have.” 
“You are very ridiculous.” 
“T am very enamoured of you, Miss Starkova.” 


At that, she could only kiss him. Their kisses seemed to have grown hungrier since yesterday, 
and it was several moments before they drew apart. She was tempted to pull him inside her 
room—their reom—and forget about unpacking, but they would be busy at work again 
tomorrow, and setting their lives back in order was important. So she hefted her suitcase and 
shot him a slightly pained smile, which he returned. 


If, after devouring yet another spectacular meal with Fedyor and Ivan, Aleksander and Alina 
went up to bed early enough to raise eyebrows, even factoring in the jet lag, no one chose to 
comment upon that fact. 


When Aleksander’s alarm went off at 5 the next morning, he made no allowances for jet lag. 
She’d rolled over and murmured, “No, stay in bed,” but he just kissed her cheek and started 
pulling on his gym clothes. 


“Sorry, Milaya. Lots to catch up on. Do you want to come in a little late today?” 
“Yeah.” 

“Ok. Why don’t you just take the morning. We’re due to meet with the PR team at 1.” 
“Oh?” 

“About the engagement, Malyshka.” 

“Oh.” 


Fully dressed, he bent over to kiss her one more time, then left the room. She fell asleep 
again right away. 


At 9, she woke up feeling like a bus had hit her and chugged a glass of water before 
staggering into the shower. Two cups of coffee later, she felt considerably more human, and 
she spent the morning dealing with her email backlog before calling Inej to see if she wanted 
to grab bagels for lunch. Jet lag, it turned out, made her unusually hungry. 


The meeting with PR was at once annoying and profoundly helpful. They had a plan to 
release the engagement announcement that Friday. The statement would highlight Alina’s 
work with the foundation and draw fresh attention to the scholarship program by mentioning 
the recent fundraiser. They were due to appear that Saturday at a benefit thrown by Arken 
Visser on behalf of Grigor Zlatan’s nonprofit for disabled veterans. Announcing the 
engagement beforehand would allow for a controlled paparazzi encounter, while distracting 
from the well-known fact that Sasha and Zlatan hated each others’ guts. It was all very tidy, 
really, and Alina had cause to wish they’d held this sort of meeting before their first date. 
Zoya was right that it could’ve been handled better. 


The photos turned out beautifully, and the accompanying articles were mostly flattering, 
though it was clear that most of the tabloids were determined to paint her as the worst sort of 
gold digger. Surprisingly, that didn't bother her. Aleksander knew she didn’t care about his 
money. 


After the first flush of excitement, it turned out that engaged life was pretty much like dating, 
only with Genya in the background shoving colour schemes under her nose. After three days 
of those constant interruptions, she had had a small explosion, and they agreed to restrict 
wedding discussion to three meetings a week, over coffee. Alina considered the coffee a 
mandatory part of the process, because it turned out that planning a wedding involved far 
more detailed decisions than she had ever imagined—especially when Aleksander was the 
groom. He joined them once a week, mostly to nod encouragingly and remind Alina that 
whatever she wanted was fine. 


In the end, they did decide on a winter wedding—December 22", to be precise. Genya had 
been slightly horrified at the prospect of planning an entire wedding in six months, but 
neither Alina nor Aleksander were keen to wait a year and a half as she seemed to think 
proper. Nor were they keen to schedule the wedding after Christmas so that the event could 
be extended to encompass all twelve days of Christmas, ending with a Twelfth Night masked 
ball, which was Genya’s next suggestion. 


They would get married at Aleksander’s house in Telluride (and Alina still couldn’t suppress 
a small eye roll every time it was mentioned. Of course he owned a stupidly expensive ski 
chalet). They would buy out one wing of a local resort for their guests starting on the 17", 
but after the wedding, everyone else would head home, and she and Aleksander would have 
the chalet to themselves for their first Christmas as a family. And honestly, that sounded more 
perfect to Alina than the most decadent wedding celebration. She just wanted to put ona 
pretty dress and make it clear to the world that Aleksander was hers. Everything else was 
extra. 


But Genya had her marching orders, and a whole staff of wedding planners she’d personally 
selected at her disposal, so it was guaranteed to be a magnificent occasion in any case. Alina 
was happy to direct most of her attention to work and writing and Aleksander. 


One benefit of the wedding planning meetings was that Alina spent more time with Genya 
than she had since before the scholarship gala, when she started to notice her friend’s odd 
behaviour. As excited as she was about the wedding, Genya still seemed off somehow, and 
after a couple of weeks, Alina decided that it was time to broach the subject again. 


They’d just finished an excruciating conversation about flower arrangements. Alina wanted 
to melt into a puddle and not make a decision again for at least a week, but Genya was bright- 
eyed, energised by the hearty debate she had just conducted with herself over rose varietals. 
Neither of them had any appointments for the next couple of hours. It was the perfect 
moment. 


“Hey, Gen?” 

“Yeah?” 

“You ’ve been off lately. Like—ever since the gala. Is everything ok?” 

“Oh, everything’s fine, Hon. I’ve just been a little tired.” 

“Except you’re never tired, and you took a four-day vacation over the 4". Are you sick?” 
“If I were, it’s not something I would tell my employer.” 


Alina recoiled. “I’m not your employer. I’m supposed to be your friend, and I’m worried 
about you.” 


Genya’s indignation wilted as fast as it had grown. 


“T know. I’m sorry. It’s just—it’s not a pretty story, and I don’t want Mr. Morozova aware of 
my issues.” 


“Hey— Just because I’m engaged to Aleksander doesn’t mean I’ II spill all your secrets. If 
you want to share, I won’t tell him.” 


She sighed. “Ok. Yeah, please don’t tell him. It’s just—you know how I told you Mr. 
Morozova had hired me out of a bad situation? When we first met?” 


“Yeah?” 


“T used to work for Lantsov. I was one of Tatiana’s PAs. I had no experience—she just hired 
me because she likes her admin team to look ‘polished.’ 


“T was so excited. I’d never been to college or anything. My childhood wasn’t great, and my 
parents were broke, and I’d been temping and skipping meals to pay for a tiny apartment with 
six roommates. Tatiana didn’t pay well, but it was better than temping. And she gave me a 
bunch of her old designer clothes. I felt like Cinderella or something for a while. And then I 
met Pyotr one day, and he asked me to replace his executive assistant. I thought I’d arrived. I 
got a raise, moved into a better apartment finally. I was good at the job, and I liked it. He 
seemed to like me. And then, a month or two in, he patted me on the ass.” 


She paused, face crumpling. Alina could see her reliving the moment—the shock, doubt, 
rationalization, crushing disappointment. She suppressed the urge to touch her friend or 
reassure her. Just stayed silent and let her continue. 


“T didn’t say anything. He knew I wouldn’t. I could see it in his face that day. We both knew: 
if I said anything, he’d fire me. And then I’d be homeless. So it just escalated from there, 
pretty fast. He didn’t— He didn’t, you know. But he’d— Well, he did just about everything 
else. He liked to just call me into his office during meetings. They’d just—stare at me. He 
and whoever he was meeting with that day.” 


She sucked in a breath, sniffling slightly, then blew it out forcefully. 


“Anyway, it was awful. But I learned a lot of company secrets. A lot. And one day, Mr. 
Morozova came for a meeting, and Pyotr pulled his usual shit—called me in and— Anyway. 
But Mr. Morozova didn’t play along. When he left, he handed me his card, and told me to 
call him if I wanted a way out. So I called him the next day, and a week later I was his EA 
instead.” 


She paused again, then said quietly, “Sometimes I think he saved my life.” 


“But then he arranged the merger,” Alina prompted when it became clear that Genya wasn’t 
going to say anything else. She felt shocked and angry—at Aleksander almost more than the 
Lantsovs, weirdly enough. 


“Yeah. Having to be around Pyotr and Vasily sucks. And Tatiana. She’s the worst, somehow. 
Likes to whisper nasty shit to me whenever we’re in proximity.” 


“But why would Sasha do that? Go into business with those horrible people?” 


Genya shrugged. “It was a profitable deal. That’s just good business. And knowing Mr. 
Morozova, he’ll make sure the Lantsovs get the bad end of the deal.” 


“But he should be protecting you! Making sure you don’t have to work with someone who 
assaulted you.” 


Genya winced, then shrugged, her voice now cool. “I’m a big girl, Alina. I can handle 
myself, and your fiancé knows it.” 


“But you shouldn’t have to. I'll talk to him. This is—” 

“No. Don’t. You promised you wouldn’t.” 

“But—” 

“Don’t Alina. This is my call. Not yours.” 

“Of course. Ok. If you’re sure.” 

“Tam.” 

They both sat back. “Do you have support at least? Therapy maybe?” 
“T did for a while. Didn’t seem to help a lot.” 


"Maybe it's time to try again?" She kept her voice tentative, not wanting to apply too much 
pressure. 


“Yeah. Maybe I will.” 

“I’m sorry, Gen. I won’t tell Sasha, but I wish there were something I could do.” 
“Tt helps to have someone listen. So—thanks.” 

“Any time. Really. And I there’s anything I can do to help, please tell me.” 
“Ok.” 


Genya opened her arms, and Alina pulled her into a tight hug. She didn’t know if the contact 
actually helped her friend, but it was a huge relief to express sympathy in some tangible way. 
She was grateful. 


Afterwards, she couldn’t stop thinking about Genya, about how Aleksander had known 
Lantsov was a total creep before going into business with him. She regretted her promise not 
to mention the conversation to him. Surely, he had some explanation. But she couldn’t ask— 
she’d promised Genya. 


The revelation was enough to resuscitate all her misgivings. What had she been thinking to 
get engaged after—well, barely more than two months. It had felt romantic in the moment, 
but now it just seemed crazy. Why would he even want to propose so fast? 


There were so many huge issues they hadn’t discussed. They’d talked about work, briefly. 
They both agreed that after the wedding, Alina would pass on the event planning position to 
one of her subordinates, so she could focus on her writing and the foundation. But so many 
other major issues they hadn’t discussed at all: Children. Finances. Business ethics. She 
barely understood what Morozova Industries did. She knew nothing about his past 
relationship history, beyond those tabloid photos of Aleksander in his thirties, attending 
events with an assortment of models and socialites on his arm. He hadn’t talked to her about 
any of them. And now they were supposed to get married? 


She couldn’t back out. She didn’t want to back out. And it was too late to pause wedding 
preparations without causing a scandal. The invitations had been sent a few days before. 


And she loved him. She wanted him. How was she supposed to bring up her misgivings 
without hurting him, or making it sound like she didn’t trust him? 


She couldn’t help but act oddly around him. She couldn’t find the tone of their usual banter, 
couldn’t put up a convincing show of cheer. Aleksander noticed—of course he did—and 
raised it over dinner a few days later. 


“Ts everything all right, Milaya? You seem troubled.” 
She nodded as she tried to gather her thoughts. 


“Yeah. I’m fine. Just—I guess it’s hitting me how fast we got engaged, and how much we 
actually have to figure out before the wedding. Not the actual wedding part, but the being 
married part.” 


He took her hand. “I understand, Alina. A lot of people would probably consider us mad for 
getting engaged so fast. Have I rushed you?” 


“No— Well— I mean, no, I want to marry you. I love you. I was thrilled when you proposed. 
But there’s a lot we haven’t discussed. Maybe we can take some time to talk through more 
relationship things?” 


“Certainly. Have you anything in particular in mind?” 


“T mean, our childhoods. Finances. Relationship history. I dunno—I’m sure there’s things I’m 
forgetting. Don’t people do like, personality profiles or love language quizzes or— 
something?” 


“Of course, Malyshka. We can do all of those things. Is there something you want to discuss 
now?” 


There was, but Genya had forbidden her to mention it, and so she settled on the first question 
that came to mind. 


“What about— Do you want kids?” 
“What do you want, Milaya? It’s your body.” 
“No. You first.” 


“Ok.” He heaved a breath. “Well, yes. Yes, I would like children someday. If you were 
willing.” 


“And if I couldn’t? Or didn’t want to?” 


“T would still want to marry you, Alina. Of course I would. Everything else we can figure out 
together.” 


She thought his face tensed slightly as he spoke, but he met her scrutiny with apparent 
sincerity. At length, he asked, “Is this your way of telling me you don’t want children?” 


“No, actually. I do want kids.” He slumped very slightly, and she smiled at his evident relief. 
He was a good actor, but not a perfect one. 


“T know I don’t want a kid right now,” she continued, “But maybe in a few years? I don’t 
think I want a lot of children, though.” 


He smiled. “I’m glad. You’ll be the loveliest mother, Milaya.” His gaze grew distant as 
though he were picturing her with a baby, and she blushed. 


Their concurrence on this one issue filled her with disproportionate relief. She leaned against 
him and wrapped her arms around his waist. 


“Youll be a great father, too.” 


When they drew apart, Aleksander asked, “Would you like to do premarital counselling, 
Milaya? You might feel better about everything if we do a few sessions together, at least?” 


He rubbed her back, and that gesture combined with his suggestion soothed her lingering 
wotries. 


“Yeah, I think that would be a good idea.” 
“Tl arrange it, then.” 


She smiled. He might have a way of sidestepping her common sense and sweeping her off 
her feet, but he also took care of her. He was perfect for her. She was sure of it. 
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They started premarital counseling a week later, and it was good. Their counselor was a 
middle-aged woman called Marya with a soothing presence that made the whole process less 
stressful. They’d outlined their family histories, and Alina had learned a little bit more about 
Baghra’s horrifying approach to motherhood. They’d done some conflict resolution role-play, 
which was awkward but reassuring. In Alina’s opinion, they were already pretty good at 
discussing conflict, given how much miscommunication and general weirdness they’d 
already had to navigate. Granted, someone might have seen all those mishaps and 
misunderstandings as red flags, but she chose not to think that way. 


Work was uncomfortable now that she’d announced her engagement. The other employees 
hadn’t treated her terribly differently when she started going out with Aleksander. Granted, 
there were those few who glared at her in the hallways, convinced she’d stolen a predestined 
Hallmark romance from them or something, but they were the minority. Everyone on her 
staff had treated her normally. 


The engagement had changed all that. She was now, in everyone’s minds, an extension of 
Aleksander. Casual conversations ground to a halt whenever she approached. People leapt out 
of her way, ran ahead of her to open doors, or sidled up to her to dispense false compliments. 
If they weren’t trying to suck up to her, they pretended she didn’t exist. She couldn’t wait to 
quit. 


Sometimes she thought about how Aleksander said he saw promise in her—promise as an 
employee, not just a potential wife. Did he mean she was supposed to be an event planner? 
Or did he just know he’d get a couple good galas out of her before he convinced her to settle 
down? Career-wise, the past few months looked like time wasted. 


But her work with the scholarship program hadn’t been a waste. She had no doubts about 
that. And doing the galas had, in retrospect, introduced her to Aleksander’s social circle and 
taught her so much about how to raise support for the Foundation. She wouldn’t be an event 
planner anymore, but she was much better prepared to be Aleksander’s wife. Maybe that was 
what he had intended all along. But if so, she wished he would have told her that. 


They’d have to talk about it sooner or later. They had so many things to talk about it was 
exhausting to contemplate, and most days, after work, and writing, and wedding planning, 
she just wanted to curl up with him and not talk at all. 


She really didn’t need anything else to overthink. Which was why, when one of the corporate 
lawyers she’d met but couldn’t name knocked on her door, she really wasn’t equipped to deal 
with the unheralded prenup he pulled out of his briefcase. 


2: 


“Legal would just like to review a few final details with you before you sign, Miss Starkova.’ 
She couldn’t think of a logical response except, “Will Aleksander be joining us?” 


The man just looked confused. “I don’t believe that was the intention, Miss Starkova. I 
understand that he’s already approved the terms, and it’ll go to him for signature once you’ve 
done so.” 


With a sinking feeling, she flipped open the sheaf of papers. The lawyer launched into a 
clearly practiced spiel, pointing her to various clauses. The words blurred together: 
settlement... alimony... custody. She could tell, in objective terms, that the arrangement was 
generous. Even if they split up, she would probably never have to work again. But that 
knowledge was drowned out by the panicked inner voice, the orphan’s voice that screamed 
Aleksander was making it easy to get rid of her whenever he grew tired of her. 


She closed the contract and stood up. 


“Thank you for bringing this over. I'll speak to my fiancé about the terms before I sign.” 
When he hesitated, she added, “Don’t let me take up more of your time.” 


The lawyer had the nerve to look disgruntled, but he complied without protest. She heaved a 
deep breath, and then did something she’d never really tried before: she threw her weight 
around. 


Stepping out into the vestibule where Genya was settled at her desk, she announced, “I need 
to speak to Aleksander.” 


Genya raised her eyebrows, unaccustomed to the urgency in her voice, but obligingly opened 
Aleksander’s calendar. 


“Ok. He has 15 minutes at 2 if—” 

“No, Gen. I need to talk to him now.” 

“He’s on a call with the Japanese office right now, but—” 
“Now, Gen.” 


“Ok.” Genya’s expression was curious, but Alina ignored it, just waited for her to intercom 
Aleksander. 


“Mr. Morozova, Miss Starkova would like to speak to you urgently.... Yes, now.... Ok.” 


She hung up and shot Alina a stiff smile. “You can go through.” 
“Thanks.” 


Alina shoved open the office door, letting it thud shut behind her before she brandished the 
prenup. “What the fuck is this, Aleksander?” 


His initial welcoming smile faded to a concerned frown. 
“T don’t know, Milaya. Why don’t we sit down, and you can tell me about it.” 


He gestured to the sofas to the side of his desk, but she was too agitated to sit. “I'll stand, 
thanks. I would just like to know why you thought it was ok to send a lawyer to my office to 
ambush me with a prenup.” 


“What?” Now he sounded angry, which only increased her agitation. 


“And to expect me to sign it without any explanation or discussion? What is going on, 
Aleksander? Is this so trivial to you? Plan the wedding and make sure the divorce is 
convenient for you in the process? Or are you having second thoughts?” She could hear her 
voice fading from anger to fear, and she hated it. She didn’t want to sound plaintive. 


“No! God, Alinochka, no.” He stretched out a hand to her, but she wasn’t ready to take it yet. 
“Please believe me—I didn’t approve this.” 


“You didn’t?” 


“No, I didn’t. I told legal to draw up a prenup for us to go over—I was planning to suggest 
you hire your own legal advisor to review it with you, and perhaps take it to premarital 
counselling to discuss. I never meant to spring it on you without warning. And I never would 
have asked you to sign without discussing it with you first. I don’t know how this happened.” 


Her heart slowed, and the tension left her shoulders. Of course this wasn’t Aleksander’s 
intention. He wouldn’t do that to her. But who would? 


The last thought she actually spoke aloud. 


“T’m not sure, Milaya, but I have an idea. Would you sit down? I’1l make some calls to sort 
this out, and then we can order in some lunch.” 


She nodded. He planted a kiss on her forehead, and she settled on the couch while he leaned 
over his desk and picked up the cordless office phone. 


“Genya, put me through to Weldon in legal.” 


She picked at her nails and listened to his voice, crisp and commanding with an undercurrent 
of rage that warmed rather than alarmed her. 


“Marcus, I demand an explanation.... For what? For why you sent someone up to my 
fiancée’s office with a prenup draft I didn’t approve. I wonder what gave you the idea that I 


would consider such behaviour acceptable.” 


There was a long pause, and Alina could hear a panicked voice on the other end of the line. 
At length, Aleksander said, “I see,” his voice so cold it actually made her shiver. 


“You understand, of course, Marcus, that no matter who instructed you to do so, you must 
still be considered accountable for forwarding personal legal documents without my 
approval.... Indeed, she is responsible for corporate finances. Do you consider my prenuptial 
agreement to fall within the purview of Morozova Industries’ corporate finances?... The 
correct answer to that question is no, Marcus. Only an idiot would think such a thing, and I 
am certain you are not an idiot, or I would not be paying you to represent my interests. As 
things stand, I shall have to revisit that arrangement.... I am glad you understand. I expect 
you to deal with whichever unfortunate fool you sent to bother my future wife. Good.” 


He cut the call without saying goodbye, and turned back towards her. She could tell he was 
still agitated. He didn’t like it when things happened without his knowledge or control. He 
managed a small smile at her, then sat down on the sofa with a sigh and wrapped his arm 
around her. 


“I’m so sorry, moya lyubov. Legal was instructed to send over the paperwork by someone 
outside my office, and they were too foolish to question the order.” 


She had a sneaking suspicion that she knew who gave that order. 

“It was Elizaveta, wasn’t it?” 

He grimaced. “I believe so, yes. The instruction came from the CFO’s office.” 
“Why does she hate me so much?” 


He stiffened, then heaved another sigh. “We had a minor fling some years ago. I believe she 
always hoped we would rekindle that connection, and she wasn’t pleased to see me in a 
serious relationship.” 


Now it was her turn to stiffen. “You didn’t think to warn me that you’d slept with your CFO? 
Whom I see most days?” 


“Youre right. I should have warned you. I just— Well, the time never seemed right. It would 
have been inappropriate to mention when you first started work, and when you finally agreed 
to date me—” 


“You were worried telling me the truth would scare me off?” 
“Yes.” He made no effort to soften the admission. 

“You should have told me.” 

“Youre right. I’m sorry, my love. I was selfish and afraid.” 


“She’s been a total nightmare since I started. It would have helped to know why.” 


“Youre right.” 


“T feel like you have all these plans that you hide from me, Aleksander, but I need you to let 
me in. I don’t deserve to be left in the dark. And if I’m going to be your wife, we shouldn’t 
have these secrets.” 


He sat up and gathered her hands in his. “You’re right, Milaya. I’m unaccustomed to the 
luxury of a life partner.” 


“T know. But that needs to change. I need that to change.” 


He drew her into his arms and promised to do better. She wanted to be reassured, but she 
found herself wondering what other secrets he’d kept from her. Maybe she would bring this 
up at Friday's counseling session. In the meantime, though, something else worried her. 


“What are we going to do about Elizaveta?” 


“T’ll speak to her.” His voice was once more dark, angry. “I would fire her, but it’s unclear if 
this is actually just cause for dismissal, and she has the money to fund an annoying lawsuit, 
so it will be hard to give her more than a slap on the wrist.” 


She nodded, but inwardly she seethed. It wasn’t enough for Aleksander to just scold 
Elizaveta again. He’d tried that before, and she’d just found more covert ways to cause 
trouble. Something else had to be done. 


“Maybe I should come? Or talk to her myself as well? I’m the one she’s messing with after 
all, and it might help if she knows that I'll fight back.” 


“T don’t want you bothered with this, Malyshka. Let me deal with this. I know how to handle 
Liza.” 


Obviously not, was what she thought, but instead she murmured, “Of course, you should 
definitely speak to her.” He hadn’t sounded willing to discuss the matter further. She 
carefully didn t promise not to talk to Liza, though. Maybe it was time for her to have her 
own secret scheme. Just this once. 


The next day, she ate lunch at the company cafeteria, lurking there for an hour so that Genya 
and Aleksander wouldn’t notice that she was still around. Then she made her way to the 
CFO’s office. She walked right past Elizaveta’s indignant assistant and was pleased to find 
the woman in question working quietly on emails. 


Shutting the door in the assistant’s face, Alina crossed to lean over the desk. She felt a little 
bit like the badass female lead in a movie, which in turn made her feel completely naive and 
transparent, but she decided to run with it. 


“Miss Starkova, to what do I owe this—well, I won’t call it pleasant, but it’s certainly a 
surprise.” 


“T understand that you’re responsible for the lawyer who turned up at my office yesterday 
morning. I’m here to say that whatever conflict you intended, it didn’t work. I’m tired of you 
interfering with my relationship. It just makes you look pathetic, and it needs to stop.” 


She’d expected immediate hostility at this demand, but instead Elizaveta leaned back with an 
unreadable expression. 


“Do you know why I'm such a bitch to you, Miss Starkova?” 
The question caught her off guard, and Elizaveta laughed. 


“You think I don’t know how I come across? I’m not stupid. It’s hard for a woman to get as 
far as I have in business without understanding exactly how others perceive her. So why do 
you think I choose to act this way towards you? I’m certainly not doing it for the sake of my 
career.” 


“IT know you were with Aleksander for a while.” 
“That’s not why.” Elizaveta blushed a little bit, but her words rang true. 
“Then... why?” 


She blew out her breath slowly, eyes locked with Alina’s. “I’m going to tell you a story, Miss 
Starkova. It’s one you deserve to know—that Sasha should have told you himself. It doesn’t 
make me look good, so I hope you’ll believe I do it for your benefit, not mine. You deserve to 
know the kind of man you’ve agreed to marry.” 


Alina’s stomach sank. She shouldn’t trust a word out of Elizaveta’s mouth, but something 
about the conviction behind the words gave her pause. She sank into one of the chairs in front 
of the desk, and waited for her to continue. 


Before saying anything else, Elizaveta pulled something up on her phone and held it out for 
Alina to see. It was a snapshot of an actual physical photograph in a frame, and the glare of 
the glass made the image slightly difficult to discern. It didn’t take her long, though, to 
understand what she was seeing. It was a wedding photo. The bride was beautiful, young, 
wearing a tea length white dress with her dark brown hair piled high on her head. A small 
bouquet but no veil. Beside her, arm wrapped around her waist, smirking at the camera, was 
Aleksander. He was young—probably early twenties. It must have been at least fifteen years 
old. 


“Who is that? Where did you get this?” 
“That was Luda. Aleksander’s first wife.” 


She had known a prior marriage was going to be the answer, but it still knocked the breath 
out of her. 


“They were college sweethearts. Married right after. We were all at Yale together. Luda was 
my best friend for a long time. She came from a society family, and she saw Aleksander as a 
way out. This immigrant’s kid, no money, just charm and ambition. She went to med school, 


and he did his MBA and secured backers for his first company. And then he sold it and 
founded MI. 


“He wanted a society wife and a child to help build his empire. She wanted to be a surgeon. 
Never wanted kids. And I think Baghra interfered, caused a lot of disagreements between 
them. So they got divorced. She left him and joined Doctors Without Borders. And right after 
she left, he hired me. I’d always had a crush on him—who wouldn’t? And I was the one to 
approach him, a few months later. We started something up. I thought of it as a relationship. 
He clearly didn’t. There’s nothing more to be said about it. After a while, I told Luda. She 
was still my friend, and I felt guilty. We had a huge fight and never made up. A few years 
later, she died from breast cancer. 


“Sasha and I had been on and off all those years, but he came home from the funeral and 
broke it off for good. Made sure he was seen dating a bunch of models and debutantes. And I 
stayed at MI because the money was good, and I liked the work. 


“Then you showed up—wide-eyed and waifish. He’s set you up to be his perfect little wife— 
no ambition outside of him and his kingdom. He’s fucking obsessed with you for some 
reason. And | can’t stand you for that, because after years together, I could never make him 
love me. I didn’t think he could love anyone but himself, really, after Luda. But he loves 

you. 


“T don’t want to see you fall for it—become exactly who he wants you to be, just because 
he’s charming and magnetic. Luda and I both made that mistake at various points. I owe it to 
her not to let anyone else do the same. So I’ve done everything I can to drive you away— 
even tipped off the tabloids about your first date. If you were smarter, it would have worked 
by now.” 


Alina didn’t know how to respond to any of that, so she settled on incredulity. “Why should I 
believe a word you say?” 


“Well, the picture, for one thing. But you can also just google it—Dr. Ludmila Barton. 
Sasha’s PR team has done a fantastic job of burying the marriage—they kept the divorce out 
of the press, and she never comes up in those sycophantic magazine profiles. But he couldn’t 
completely erase it.” 


She sat in silence, not sure how to respond. She wanted to deny that the story could be true, 
wanted to say something clever enough—ugly enough—to wipe the half-triumphant, half- 
pitying expression off of Elizaveta’s face. But words failed. So she stood up and brushed off 
her slacks as though smoothing away wrinkles would erase the horrible mortification of her 
new knowledge. 


She paused for a moment, hoping the words would come, but they didn’t. So she turned and 
left. She didn’t bother calling Inej or Adrik—just took the subway home. 


The house was blessedly empty, and she didn’t have to delay or pretend that everything was 
ok. She went straight up to her office and booted up her desktop, hands shaking. 


Then she did as Liza had said: googled “Dr. Ludmila Barton.” Found an obituary that made 
no mention of an ex-husband, and an old article about Doctors Without Borders that 
mentioned her in passing. Then, stomach twisting, she tried "Luda Morozova." She had to 
scroll through a few results pages before she found it: an early interview with Aleksander. 
The opening paragraphs mentioned his wife, Luda Morozova, and referenced her father, “real 
estate mogul Thomas Barton.” 


There it was. 


She didn’t pause to strategize. She had never been one to run—always stuck things out to the 
bitter end. But this truth, she couldn’t stay to face. Couldn’t handle Aleksander lying to her, 
and couldn’t handle it if he told her the truth, that he was just manipulating her all along into 
becoming his docile, dependent society wife. That she was his second choice. 


She picked up her phone and placed a call. 


“Zoya, it’s Alina. Can I come stay with you?” 
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Alina was already settled in her seat, headphones and eye mask in place to hide her red eyes, 
when the announcement came over the intercom. 


“Ladies and gentlemen, I apologise for the inconvenience, but we have just been informed 
that this flight has been cancelled.” 


A chorus of disgusted groans filled the cabin. 


“Please see the agents at the Delta desk by the B gates to receive your updated itineraries, as 
well as two complimentary meal vouchers per passenger. We will begin disembarking now. 
We apologise again, and thank you for choosing Delta.” 


What the fuck. No one cancelled a flight that had already boarded, not without stringing 
passengers along for two hours with excuses about engine trouble. And then the knowledge 
settled in her, a thrill of terror accompanied by a surge of hope. The hope unsettled her more. 


He was waiting at the top of the jetway. His eyes locked onto her when she was thirty feet 
down the ramp. No hope of evasion. Right, then. If he wouldn’t let her flee, he would get a 
fight instead. 


She strode up to him and dragged him out of the walkway by his lapel. Hopefully it would 
wrinkle his stupidly expensive suit. 


“What the fuck are you doing here, Aleksander?” 


“Did you think I would let you run from me, my Alina? Did you think I wouldn’t fight to 
keep you?” 


““So—what? You paid off Delta to cancel my flight?” 


He smirked. “You say that like it’s difficult, Alinochka. All it took me was a single phone 
call. So if you were hoping to re-book on another airline, I wouldn’t bother.” 


“Did you pay off TSA to get through security as well? And how did you even know what 
flight I was on?” 


He smirked down at her, as though her infuriated questions were simply adorable. “My 
curious girl. I simply bought a plane ticket and went through Pre-Check. And you reserved 
your ticket using your company phone.” 


“You bugged my phone?” Her heated whispers had grown into a shriek, and she could feel 
passersby begin to stare at them. Good. Let them stare. Aleksander could take the brunt of 
public scrutiny for once. 


“You’re going to draw a crowd, Alinochka. Why don’t we discuss this in the car, hmm?” He 
reached for her hand, as if to lead her away, but she jerked away from him. 


“T am not going anywhere with you, you creep!” 
He remained infuriatingly calm. 
“Alina, I don’t want to scare you or trap you. I just want a chance to explain.” 


“T can’t trust anything you say, Aleksander. If you had let me go, given me a little space, I 
might have been willing to talk. I might have come back on my own. But this—this is so far 
beyond the bounds of acceptable, I can’t even process it. This is gothic novel bullshit. What 
are you going to do if I still want to leave after you explain? Blackmail me? Lock me in the 
attic?” 


“No, Alina.” He stepped forward again and clasped her forearms, firmly but gently. “Just 
come home with me tonight. Let me explain what happened with Luda—” 


“So you already know—” 


“IT knew you were talking to Liza within five minutes of your arrival in her office. And as 
soon as you went missing this afternoon, I knew what sort of things she must have told you. 
Now, come home with me, and if you still want to leave in the morning, you can take one of 
the company jets.” 


“Private flights are an environmental disaster.” 


His smile grew brighter, as though he sensed imminent triumph. 


“A first class ticket on a commercial flight, then.” 
She searched his face for a moment. “How am I supposed to trust you now, Aleksander?” 


His smile faded into that expression of sincerity which she could never quite resist. /t’s all an 
act, she told herself, but she felt something soften within her, nonetheless. 


“Alina, I know I’ve broken your faith in me. I regret profoundly that I have hurt you. But I 
know in my bones that this is not the end of us. And I think you know it too. I think you 
know, deep down, my love for you, even as you mistrust me.” 


Her anger was giving way to sadness, and she felt her resolve waver. 


“All right, Aleksander. I’1l come with you.” His smile returned, and with it her sense of 
resolve. “One thing first.” She pulled out her phone and dialled Zoya’s number, then locked 
eyes with Aleksander again. 


“Hey, it’s me. So, my flight was cancelled. Aleksander’s picking me up, and I’m going to 
spend the night here before making new plans in the morning. If you don’t hear from me by 
this time tomorrow, call the cops. Love you.” 


She hung up before Zoya could begin what would surely be an entirely valid and profanity- 
laden tirade. 


Aleksander smirked. “The police?” 
“Chasing someone to the airport is a very supervillain move, Aleksander.” 


“You are eminently sensible as always, my Alina.” She sneered at his amusement but allowed 
him to guide her toward the exit, a hand resting at the small of her back. 


Distantly, she realized that this—Aleksander leveraging his power to constrain her choices— 
was everything that she had feared from the outset their relationship. So why did she feel 
relieved? 


When they arrived at the house—Alina refused to think of it as home now—they silently 
climbed the stairs to her bedroom. It was their habit after counseling sessions: come home, 
hole up together in their private space, and talk over any lingering thoughts or feelings. Only 
it didn’t feel safe any longer. Normally, Alina would have curled against the headboard, and 
Sasha would slide in next to her, and they’d hold hands, or she’d lay her head on his chest 
while they talked. Proximity was dangerous now, rather than comforting. So she went to one 
of the chairs by the fire and curled herself into a ball, while Aleksander took the one opposite. 
He leaned towards her, hands clasped and elbows on his knees. His gaze never left her face. 


“Ok, explain,” she said. 
“What did Liza tell you?” 


“What do you think she told me?” 


He looked about to protest, but something in her expression must have deterred him. 
“T think she told you about my first marriage. And probably about the fling with her.” 


“She did. She also told me that you’ re trying to turn me into the perfect society wife you 
want, and that I’m stupid for falling for it.”” She paused and scrutinised his expression. “Is all 
of it true?” 


“In a manner of speaking?” 
“What does that mean, Aleksander?” 


“The details about Luda and Liza are true in essentials, although I’m certain Liza distorted 
the facts somewhat. But what she said about you—that’s a lie. I love you, Milaya. ” 


“Save it. I don’t want to talk about feelings. I want to know why you lied to me.” 
He winced and sat back. 
“T’ve never lied to you, Alina. I just haven’t told you the entirety of my past.” 


“You asked me to marry you without bothering to mention that you’d been married before. 
You may not have lied, but you’ve certainly deceived me. I deserved to know.” 


He sighed. “You did. I see that now." 


He paused, then continued, his brow furrowed as though the words cost him something. "I 
was raised to keep secrets, Alina. My mother never bothered to tell me who my father was. 
She said I was better off not knowing. When I got accepted to private school on scholarship 
—and Baghra’s never bothered explaining how she made that happen, either—she told me 
not to tell the other children anything about myself. Not to tell them that I had a single 
mother, that she was an immigrant, that I was on scholarship, where we lived—nothing. She 
told me to do whatever I needed to to fit in, but not to fool myself that I could ever have 
friends or trust anyone. She told me that my job was to succeed, and to do that, I had to 
conceal my weaknesses. Look perfect or fail. She told me that over and over. 


“T can see in your face that you feel sorry for me. But you shouldn’t. Baghra taught me how 
to win. She made me the man I am. I may not care for my mother, but my success is 
unquestionably due to her guidance.” 


“That’s fucked up, though, Aleksander. Would you raise a child that way?” 


His expression softened. “I would never want our children to be as lonely as I was. I want 
them to feel loved, and to have companions. But I hope I would also teach them the harder 
truths of life. Give them what they need to succeed.” 


She couldn’t exactly argue with that, but it still bothered her. 


“So what you’re saying is that you don’t trust me enough to actually share your past.” 


“No, Milaya. I trust you more than anyone. It’s just second nature.” He had the nerve to 
shrug. “I don’t notice myself doing it most of the time. I saw you and wanted you, and I did 
everything I could to make you want me. Sharing my past just—never figured into the plan.” 


She found herself exclaiming for the second time in as many minutes, ““That’s fucked up, 
Aleksander! How are we supposed to build a marriage on pretences? How am I supposed to 
trust that you love me if you won’t even share the most basic details of your past?” 


“You'll note, Malyshka, that I’m sharing them now.” 


“Now that I’m forcing you to. But would you have otherwise? If it came up in counselling, 
would you have told me?” 


“Of course! Of course I would have, if it came up. I might have downplayed it a bit. Probably 
wouldn’t have mentioned Liza if I had the choice, but that was hardly a relationship.” 


“You were on and off with her for years!” 
He shrugged. “Purely physical. She got attached, but I never led her on.” 


At her frown, he sighed and added, “Look, Milaya. Perhaps I should tell this story from the 
beginning?” 


“Without any convenient omissions, please.” 
He nodded. 


““Well—where to begin? Luda, Liza, and I all met in college. Luda was from what they call a 
‘good family.’ Old money. She hated it all—the DAR and country clubs and debutante balls. 
She could tell I was different. Young men from old money are a specific kind of asshole. I’m 
reliably informed that I was a cocky little shit with a chip on my shoulder, but I wasn’t 
entitled in the way she hated. I think, in retrospect, that she was looking for a way out, and 
she latched onto me. Her family hated it, and that only made her more determined. 


“We fell in love. Genuinely. Got married right after graduation. Lived in a tiny shithole 
apartment while she started med school at Columbia. I think we were happy in those days, 
but we both had ambitions. A year later, I applied to MBA programs. I had to relocate to the 
midwest for two years, since our alma mater was the only place that gave me a scholarship. 
Luda, of course, didn’t want to leave her program. So we were long distance, which was 
hard. It was like we were out of step, and we never quite recovered. 


“T finished while she was starting her residency. I moved back to New York, and within a 
year, I built and sold my first company. I used my old school networks to secure most of the 
support, but Luda also helped a great deal. She had cut ties with most of her family after the 
wedding, but she still had a lot of connections. She didn’t mind, that first time. 


“For a while, we were busy and happy. But we were both ambitious, like I said. It—You 
could say ambition consumed me, in those days. I was determined to be somebody, build a 
legacy, win like Baghra taught me. I took the money from the sale of that first company and 


started building Morozova Industries. I needed to be a force in society as well as in business, 
and I needed my wife to help me. She thought I was just dragging her back into a life she 
hated. And I also wanted a child. Not right then, but someday. Once we were more 
established. She’d decided she never wanted any. Said I was too busy with work as it was, 
and a child would interfere with her surgical career. It became clear, by the time we turned 
30, that our desires just weren’t compatible any longer. She wanted to escape—a new way 
out. 


“So she asked for a divorce, and I gave it to her. I didn’t want to. I wanted to keep her. I 
wanted to destroy everything in her life until all she had left was me. But I couldn’t, so I let 
her go. 


“The fling with Liza was a distraction—and, I admit, a petty form of revenge. I regret how it 
damaged their friendship, particularly because it meant nothing to me. I never felt strongly 
for anyone again, after that, until I saw you.” 


“Why?” It wasn’t, in any rational sense, the most pressing question, but it burst from her 
throat nonetheless. ““Why am I any different? How can I believe that?” 


He smiled at her, something sad in the expression. “If I start talking about soulmates, I doubt 
you’d believe me.” 


“T definitely wouldn’t.” 


He shrugged. “I can’t offer you a better answer. I believe in destiny, Alina. I knew you were 
mine the second I saw you. I wanted to snap you up and keep you with me always. It was 
different with Luda. I loved her, in a boyish way, but I feel infinitely more for you.” 


She sighed, trying to fathom the magnitude of these revelations. She kept circling back to the 
same question: 


“Why didn’t you tell me all of this, Aleksander?” she whispered. 


“Because then you wouldn’t love me.” He actually yelled the words, howled them as though 
she had ripped them from the deepest fathoms of his heart and left a trail of blood behind. It 
was the most honest thing he had ever said to her. At last, she could see him—that intricate 
pattern of broken pieces that made up his soul. J must lie down where all the ladders start, 
she thought, with joy and apprehension inextricably mixed. 


“T do love you, Aleksander. But what will I become if I stay with you?” 


“Happy,” he snapped, and now it was her turn to feel exposed. “I may be a wretched, power- 
hungry man, Alina, but by God, I would give my last breath to see you happy. You never 
have been, have you? Always telling yourself that if you can be accepted—by your foster 
parents, or a good college, or a publishing house—then you will have what you need to be 
fulfilled and joyful. But all you want is to belong to someone. I want you to belong to me just 
as I would belong to you.” 


She felt tears track down her cheeks. “We were talking about your issues, not mine.” 


He laughed, a short, broken bark so unlike his usual velvet chuckle. “Like calls to like, my 
Alina. We are not so different in this.” 


“T suppose we’re not. But don’t you understand—that’s precisely the problem? How can you 
belong to me when you hide from me so effectively? How can I be happy with you if I can 
never be sure that you won’t throw me away when I fail to be the wife you want? What if my 
writing career takes off and I have to tour? What if I somehow offend your investors? What if 
I can’t have children? Will you just erase me from your life like you did Luda?” There it was: 
what she really feared. Not that he would trap her, but that he would throw her away. 


He flinched, but didn’t shirk her gaze. “That’s what you fail to understand, Alina. I didn’t 
discard Luda when she ceased to fit my plans. I loved her. I was young and selfish and didn’t 
know how to respect her needs, but I wanted to work it out. She asked for the divorce, and I 
gave it to her, because I loved her. I was young and stupid and wanted to punish her—hence 
that blunder with Liza. But I didn’t stop loving Luda. That was why I broke things off with 
Liza, in the end. I realised that relationship was just convenience, a distraction from the 
feelings that never went away.” 


He reached for her hands. “I know what love is, Alina. Which is how I know, without a 
doubt, that I love you, and I will never stop. Discovering you was like being reborn.” 


He paused, staring into her eyes as though willing her to believe him. Then he sighed and 
looked down at their joined hands. “You only have my word for this, and you have no reason 
to trust me. I would make every vow of eternal love and honour and fidelity to you here and 
now, but I know it won’t help.” 


She felt fresh tears overflow. He was right—it wouldn’t help right now. 


“So,” he continued, “go stay with Zoya. I'll book your ticket. Take the time you need. Make 
your decision. But there’s one thing you need to know.” He paused, stared at her for a minute 
with something fathomless in his gaze. It was the darkness of the abyss, and within it a 
monster stirred. 


“T love you, Alina. More than Luda. I wanted to keep her, and I let her go. You—You I don’t 
just want to keep. I want to devour you. I want you to be mine in every way, to infect every 
part of you until you cannot separate yourself from me. I want to go to my grave with your 
face in my eyes and your name on my lips. 


“Because I love you, I will let you walk away, forever if you so choose. But if you return, you 
should know that I would not be able to restrain myself a second time. I would do anything it 
took to keep you. Do you understand?” 


She nodded, unable to audibly respond. She sat frozen, heart pounding in her chest. It was 
terrifying, and it was everything she wanted to hear. She was as fearful of this knowledge 
about herself as she was of the actual implications of his words. Even as she saw him clearly 
for the first time, she was tempted to tell him to forget the flight booking, that she would stay 
and they would figure it out. 


He leaned in and kissed her forehead, then drew back. “I'll let you sleep. Your flight will 
leave tomorrow afternoon. Adrik will drive you over. I’1l make sure everyone stays out of 
your way until then, unless you ask for us.” 


He paused at the door and looked back. She felt like she should wave or smile or nod— 
something to acknowledge his words. But she was frozen. 


“Please, come home to me, Alina,” he murmured. Then he turned and left, closing the 
bedroom door behind him. 


Alina cried herself to sleep. 


Chapter 25 


Chapter Notes 


Hi friends, 


Here's another chapter for you! Drafting is going really well. I actually expect, if I keep 
up my current (NaNo) pace, I'll be done with the fic within the week. So I'm going to 
stick with posting three times a week until we finish. 


Thank you all for reading and commenting. Thanks especially to those of you who have 
been reading this fic from the beginning. You've been so patient as I've slowly felt my 
way forward, and it's been a gift to have your enthusiasm to keep me motivated. I hope 
that the end is satisfying for you all. The epilogue has actually been written for a really 
long time, and I can't wait for all of us to get there. 


<3 


She arrived at Zoya’s after nightfall the next day, too weary to talk. She’d barely slept the 
night before, and the leaden weight of grief and confusion had burdened her all day. She 
could only bring herself to thank an uncharacteristically quiet and concerned Zoya for having 
her before collapsing on the guest bed. 


Hunger pangs woke her the next morning. It occurred to her, as she took stock of where she 
was and what had happened, that she hadn’t eaten since before her conversation with Liza. 
With a groan, she stood up and opened her suitcase to find clean clothes. It wasn’t until she’d 
pulled a t-shirt over her head and smelt a whiff of Aleksander’s cologne on it that she realized 
she’d packed one of his shirts by accident. That brought on a fresh wave of tears. She was so 
angry at him, and she missed him so much. 


Once she’d cried herself out, she padded downstairs to kitchen, nervous over her friend’s 
reaction to the whole situation, but food was sufficient incentive to overcome that 
apprehension. She could smell eggs cooking, and sure enough Zoya was at the stove stirring 
a pan as she entered. 


“Good morning,” she said, wincing as her voice cracked. Crying and barely talking for 24 
hours was not great for her vocal cords. 


“Good morning,” Zoya replied, shoving a mug of coffee across the breakfast bar before 
turning back to the stove. Alina sipped her coffee in silence before devouring the plate of 
eggs and toast that appeared under her nose shortly after. 


When she had finished eating and put her plate in the dishwasher, she turned back to her 
friend and blew out a breath. 


“So—I probably owe you an explanation.” 


“Well, I get the need for space from your fiancé, but I wouldn’t mind some context for that 
call about notifying the police.” 


“T was being needlessly dramatic.” 
“Oh?” 
“T don’t know where to start.” 


Zoya just waited, one eyebrow raised in expectation. Alina took a deep breath and blew it 
out. Then, tangled and urgent, the words poured forth: Liza, Luda, Aleksander stopping her at 
the airport and his explanation. She only left out two things: his claim that Alina wanted to 
belong to him, and his warning that he wouldn’t be able to let her go a second time. The 
former made her feel too exposed, and the latter was too alarming. She worried that if she 
repeated it, Zoya would immediately tell her to leave him, and she wasn’t ready to hear that. 


When she finished, her friend whistled quietly. “That’s—a lot, Alina.” 
“Yeah, tell me about it.” 
“T kind of don’t know what to say. Him cancelling your flight— Crazy.” 


“T know. And I think he might have bugged or—I dunno what the term is? But he knew my 
flight number because I bought it using my company phone.” 


“T wouldn’t be surprised if a company like that maintained access to employee devices, but 
using it under those circumstances was way out of line. Invasive as fuck.” 


“Yeah.” 
“What are you going to do?” 
“T don’t know. I have to leave him, don’t I? It’s the only smart thing.” 


Zoya paused for a moment, then sighed. “I promised myself, when you started things with 
Morozova, that I wouldn’t tell you what to do. You have enough people in your life right now 
doing that. It’s my job to support you, whatever you decide. As long as he’s not abusing you. 
But I gotta say, the airplane thing gives me pause.” 


“Yeah. Me too.” 


Zoya didn’t keep pushing, though—didn’t demand to know her decision. Instead, she poured 
them more coffee and changed the subject. 


“T took the day off work. What do you want to do?” 


She hesitated. She and Zoya had never done this sort of female bonding thing. They’d been 
professional friends, and then confidantes, but staying in and licking wounds had never been 


part of their relationship. Even when Zoya had come to New York, they’d mostly gone 
shopping and hung out with others. She didn’t know what Zoya would want to do, and the 
urge to conceal herself was strong. She pushed through it, though, and told the truth. 


“Can we watch Miyazaki movies all day and order pizza from that place on Main?” 


Zoya smiled. “Sounds perfect.” 


Alina stayed for a week. It felt like an unacceptable imposition, but Zoya waved her off every 
time she suggested that she really ought to go to a hotel. 


The first three days, she watched movies and tried not to think about Aleksander. She failed 
in that resolution a lot, and she cried often, but she put no pressure on herself to make a 
decision, and that in itself was healing. She had the right to grieve the loss of her perfect 
image of their relationship, no matter which path she chose in the end. 


The fourth day was Monday, and Zoya went back to work. Alina sat in the silent house and 
tried to think through her situation. She journaled; she made pro-con lists (Which were a trip. 
“Pro: He’s so obsessed with me that he interfered with the running of a major airline just to 
have one conversation. Con: I think he might lock me in a literal dungeon if I try to leave him 
again"). When that didn’t help, she started going on long walks, hoping the motion would 
clear her mind. It didn’t, but at least it was healthier than eating store-bought chocolate chip 
cookies on Zoya’s couch and crying. 


Unfortunately, she actually knew people in this town, which meant she was bound to run into 
someone who was aware of her exploits in New York. More unfortunately still, those 
someones turned out to be Mal’s friends Mikhail and Dubrov. They were the sort of ex-jocks 
who never got over their college glory, and for years Alina had blamed them being obnoxious 
influences on Mal. In retrospect, he was probably obnoxious enough on his own, but she 
hadn’t been able to see it. 


She had expected them to be rude or just callous—maybe to ask, all in good fun of course, if 
her rich boyfriend had got tired of her and dumped her. But they were distant and polite— 
inquired how she was and how she liked the new job, then said their farewells. Maybe even 
frat boys could grow up. 


What she ought to have anticipated was that they would tell Mal. He called Alina that night. 
“Hey, Lina. I heard you were back in town.” 

“Yeah, visiting Zoya.” 

“So I guess Morozova turned out to be the creep I thought he was?” 


Tears sprang to her eyes. Sasha was not who Mal thought he was. He wasn’t just using her for 
sex or something. But it still hurt to hear. 


“Did you just call me to say ‘I told you so’? Because if so, fuck you. I really don’t need that 
right now.” 


“Damn. What did he do, cheat on you?” 
“No.” 


“Cause you had to know it was gonna happen sooner or later. A guy like that can have 
anyone.” 


“Therefore he could never want me, right?” 
“No, Lina, it’s just—” 
“No. We’re not doing this. Lose my number, Mal. We’re done.” 


She hung up and blocked him. She was still teary-eyed, but she felt lighter. Maybe she should 
have done that years ago. She managed to fall asleep at a reasonable hour that night. 


On the sixth day, she woke up knowing what she needed to do: actually ask for help. She 
thought about calling Marya, but the dispassionate input of a paid professional wasn’t what 
she wanted. That was probably some sort of red flag, but if so, she was choosing not to see it. 
She wanted to talk to someone who understood the tangled mess of Aleksander’s world, the 
uncomfortable blend of generosity and ruthlessness, sincerity and deception that seemed to 
characterize him. 


So she called Genya. 
She picked up immediately, concern evident in her voice. 


“Alina? Are you ok? Mr. Morozova said there was some sort of emergency and you had to go 
stay with Zoya. I wanted to call, but he said not to bother you.” 


“Hi, Genya. Yeah, I’m ok. I—well, I needed some space from Aleksander, honestly. I found 
out some things about him that I hadn’t known, and I just needed to get away and think.” 


“Oh.” Genya’s voice was confused. 

“Did you— Did you know that he’d been married before?” 

A long pause. ““Well—yeah. A long time before I met him. Didn’t you?” 
“T had no idea.” 


Genya had the good grace not to say anything about her failure to at any point google her 
seriously famous boss/intended life partner. 


“T’m sorry. If ’d known, I might’ve mentioned it.” 


“T mean, that wasn’t your job, though. It was Aleksander’s, and he was apparently happy to 
keep me in the dark.” 


Genya didn’t have a response to that. After a moment, she said, “Are you doing ok?” 


“I’m fine. Or, I mean, I’m not fine. I’m angry and hurt and confused. But visiting Zoya is 
nice, and having space to think is good.” 


“Yeah. Can I do anything to help?” 


“T just— I need to decide if I can go ahead with the wedding. Knowing he kept all this from 
me. And I thought. Well, you know what it’s like to deal with Aleksander’s... complexities, 
don’t you?” 


“T suppose.” 
“T don’t want to presume— Shit, this is selfish of me to even bring up. Never mind.” 


“No, Alina. Do you want to ask why I keep working with Aleksander even though he went 
into business with Lantsov?” 


“Yeah. I’m sorry. But, yeah, that’s what I wanted to ask. It’s not just that you keep working 
for him nine to five because the money’s good. You’re integral to his life. We all went on 
vacation together. Doesn’t it feel like a betrayal?” 


Genya sighed. “I’m not sure my answer will satisfy you. Aleksander’s my boss. In a certain 
sense, I consider him a friend, but there’ Il always be a distance there, no matter how much I 
value him or feel grateful to him.” 


“T think this is the only time I’ve ever heard you call him by his first name.” 


“Yeah, I intentionally don’t. The distance—it’s important to me, after Pyotr. He insisted I call 
him by his first name in private. Aleksander would never make those sorts of demands, and I 
keep that distance even though I do care about him. Our relationship is just different that way. 
But to answer your question: I’m not happy that he’s in business with Lantsov. Even if he 
screws them over, it comes at a big cost to me. But I guess it doesn’t surprise me. Aleksander 
is—complicated. Like you said. He’s in many ways a good person. He saved me. But he’s 
also ruthless and driven, and sometimes his ambitions override his empathy. 


“In a weird way, I think that’s what happened with you, too, if I understand the situation 
rightly. Except it’s not his business ambitions getting in the way. For what it’s worth, I really 
do believe he loves you. Everything he’s done since he met you has been to win you over. 
He’s been with a few women in the time I’ve known him, but it just doesn’t compare. I think 
his desire to be with you overrides his empathy and his common sense at times. Does that 
make any sense?” 


“Yeah.” 


“Tt’s just a part of his character I’ve learned to accept, because I’m mostly happy working for 
him, and I do care about him. That’s an easier bargain to accept when you’re an employee. 


It’s definitely harder when you’re deciding whether to marry a man.” 
“No kidding.” 


“T can’t tell you what to do, Hon, and I definitely won’t defend him. But he’s not some villain 
scheming to entrap innocent girls, or something. I promise you that.” 


She sighed. She hadn’t exactly been afraid of that, but it was helpful to hear from another 
person that Aleksander did seem to love her genuinely. 


“Thanks, Gen. That gives me something to think about.” 
“Any time. We miss you. I hope you’! let me know what you decide.” 
“T will. Pll talk to you soon.” 


They said their goodbyes and hung up, and Alina sprawled out on her bed and closed her 
eyes. It was more information, but she still didn’t know what to do. 


Why didn’t she? Wasn’t it, as she had said to Zoya, clear cut? She should leave him. Why 
couldn’t she make up her mind? 


Well, because she didn’t want to leave him. As pissed as she was, she missed him. She loved 
him. Something about this at once dangerous and vulnerable side of his personality made her 
feel even more strongly for him. Which probably meant she was naive and self-destructive. It 
was easy to make that judgment from the outside—easy to say she should run and never look 
back. The problem was, she knew, even if she ran, she would spend the rest of her life 
looking back—the rest of her life thinking about the man so desperate to keep her that he 
hunted her down. The man who swore he wanted her face to be the last thing he ever saw in 
life. 


Forget his looks and money and charm. It was that obsessive devotion she would never find 
again. 


And she knew what she had to do. It wasn’t wise or safe. It didn’t make her think highly of 
her own common sense. But she knew it was necessary. 


She opened her laptop and booked a flight. 


Zoya hugged her goodbye outside the airport the next morning, and Alina could tell she was 
restraining herself. 


“T know you think this is stupid. But it’s what I have to do.” 


“Yeah. Well. Like I said when you got here: I’Il keep my thoughts to myself and support 
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you. 


“Thanks, Zo.” 


“But if he tries to cut you off from your friends, or I find out he hurts you in any way, I'll 
kidnap you and murder him.” 


“Good.” They both laughed, but there was something serious beneath the promise. Once 
again, she had cause to reflect on how lucky she was to have Zoya. The friendship had snuck 
up on her, but it was essential to her now. 


They hugged one more time, and then Alina grabbed her bags and went to check in. Once she 
was through security and sitting at her gate, she pulled out her phone and sent a text to 
Aleksander: 


“T’m coming home.” 
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She wasn’t sure what she expected when Aleksander met her at the airport, but it wasn’t 
impassivity. He was waiting right outside the jet bridge again, gaze heavy on her as she 
disembarked, but his face held none of its prior triumph. She didn’t know if she wanted to 
kiss him or shove him, so in a way his neutrality was a relief. But it chilled her nonetheless. It 
would be madness to think he’d fallen out of love with her, a mere week after swearing he 
would never let her leave. But was he angry with her? He had sent her to Zoya’s, but did he 
resent that she needed the space? 


He took her bag and kissed her cheek in one smooth motion. Even though he remained silent, 
his hand on her back guiding her to arrivals reassured her slightly. 


She had no checked luggage, and the car was already waiting for them. Within a few 
moments, they were pulling away from the airport with the privacy screen raised between 
them and Adrik. Only then did Aleksander speak. 


“Have you made up your mind, Alina?” 


She turned to look at him with a haste that jarred her neck slightly. The uncertainty in his tone 
surprised her. Hadn’t he understood her text? But in retrospect, she had been terse, and under- 
communication was apparently a problem of theirs. 


She thought for a moment about precisely what to say to convey what she felt. In the end, it 
was simple. 


“T love you, Aleksander. I’m not going to leave you. But I need you to stop hiding from me. I 
want all of you—your hunger and ambition as well as your charm and consideration. It feels 
like you have all the power in this relationship, and when you keep secrets from me it—it 
terrifies me.” 


His impassive mask wavered, then melted away into raw yearning, and in that moment she 
understood that his distance had been fear, not anger. 


“My Alina, don’t you understand? Whatever power I may possess—it’s nothing to the power 
you wield over me. You own my heart. And for you, I will try not to hide. I only ask that you 
try not to run from me, the next time I upset you.” 


“I’m sorry for running. I shouldn’t have done that.” 
“It appears we both have a lot of learning to do.” 
“Yeah. We need to talk about all of this in counselling.” 


He wrinkled his nose in distaste, and she laughed. She knew he hated sharing anything 
personal with Marya, but he would do it for her sake. And she felt a great wave of relief: she 
had made the right decision. 


It was odd, how everything felt at once perfectly normal and entirely different in the week 
after their return. Aleksander had, at her request, scheduled extra counseling sessions for 
them for the next several weeks, and though the conversations were challenging, she felt the 
process was not just productive but healing. They talked about Aleksander’s secrecy, and 
about his prior relationships. They talked about her relationship with Mal, and she saw 
clearly for the first time how deeply his unreliable affections had shaped her. They talked 
about how their families (and lack thereof) had wounded them, and about the family they 
wanted to build together. 


By mutual, silent accord, they didn’t talk about Aleksander cancelling her flight or his 
determination not to let her leave again. Neither of them felt like unpacking that in front of a 
mental health professional. But sometimes at night, when he made love to her with a 
desperation she hadn’t seen before, or gripped her tightly as they fell asleep, she recognised 
that ruthless hunger. Someone else might have felt caged by it, but it only made her feel safer. 


One topic that did not arise was the prenup. Alina kept expecting Aleksander to mention it, 
after everything that had happened with Liza, but he never did, and no one from legal 
approached her about it again. It was a few weeks before she bothered to ask—in private, and 
not in counselling. 


“Do you want me to sign a prenup, Aleksander?” 
He smirked, “Why on earth would I want to make a divorce easier, Alinochka?” 


“Well, you did have legal prepare one.” 


“Tt felt obligatory. But ’ve changed my mind.” The smirk dropped, in favour of a more 
earnest expression. “Would you like one, though? Would it make you feel safer?” 


She thought about it, but in the end, she didn’t care. Zoya would have probably yelled at her 

for that. But then again, as she understood it the absence of a prenup would only benefit her, 

making a divorce more costly and complicated for Aleksander. And she suspected that it was 
one more way he was trying to keep her close, inextricably entangled in his life. 


“T don’t think I care.” 


He smiled again, that darkness alive in his eyes, and she knew she had understood his 
intentions rightly. Leaning into his chest and smiling up at him, she murmured, “You just 
want to make it harder for me to run away again, don’t you?” 


He smirked again, the expression practically sinful. “How well you understand me, my 
Alinochka.” 


He proceeded to reward her very thoroughly for that understanding, and she had a moment to 
reflect, before his attentions completely subsumed her thoughts, that they truly were perfect 
for each other: another woman would have been perturbed by such possessiveness; another 
man would have grown weary of her need to be possessed. 


One matter still troubled her, in spite of her ever-growing sense of security in their 
relationship: the Lantsovs. She didn’t understand why Aleksander had chosen to go into 
business with them, and she needed some explanation. She had promised that she wouldn’t 
speak of Genya’s distress, and she had no desire to break her friend’s trust. But she did need 
to find some way to discuss the topic. 


At last, she settled on the approach Aleksander might have favoured: she raised the subject 
without explicitly mentioning Genya. It probably wasn’t what her friend would have wished, 
but she still kept her word to the letter. 


“Sasha,” she asked one night over dinner, “Pyotr Lantsov—he’s a horrible person, isn’t he?” 
He raised his eyebrows, then nodded. “Unquestionably.” 
“Why did you agree to the merger?” 


He leaned back and sighed. “That’s a complicated issue, Milaya. I’ve been dealing with 
Lantsov since I started my first company. He was actually an early investor. I’ve known about 
his shortcomings almost as long. In the beginning, I couldn’t afford to turn down his support. 
Then, when I could afford it, the board wouldn’t have approved. His connections have been 
very valuable to MI over the years. 


“The merger—it was too good an opportunity to pass up. Lantsov Holdings controlled some 
extremely valuable companies, but it was floundering due to Pyotr’s mismanagement. And 
the merger gave me greater leverage over him. It seemed worth it.” 


“Even though you have to work with someone who’s hurting people?” 


“At least this way I have oversight. I can make sure some of those people have recourse. That 
issue with Lantsov when we first started dating? There’d been two HR reports about Pyotr 
that week. Before the merger, those would have just been hushed up, but I was able to 
intervene. I offered to back the women if they wanted to sue, but they chose not to go through 
the rigours of a trial. They were able to get a good settlement, at least.” 


She noticed that his expression was still tense, as though dissatisfied with the outcome, and 
she felt the same. “That’s not good enough, though! He’ll just go on to hurt more people. He 
deserves to be exposed and ruined.” 


“T’m not arguing with that, Milaya, but I can’t force anyone to endure the trauma and public 
scrutiny of the legal process if they don’t wish to.” 


She sighed. “I understand. But staying in business with him—he’s an officer in your 
company now, Aleksander. You’re responsible for him. He doesn’t deserve that sort of 
power.” 


“What do you want me to do, Alina?” 


“T want you to find some way to cut him out. Ruin him. And Tatiana. Surely you have some 
way of doing that?” 


He smiled—that vicious lupine smile she saw but rarely. “I thought you didn’t like my 
scheming, Malyshka.” 


“T don’t like it when you scheme behind my back. This wouldn’t be behind my back. I want 
to help you. I want you to teach me how to destroy their lives.” 


The thought filled her with adrenaline. She was going to be his wife. She was going to learn 
to play his games, work with him to destroy their enemies. Avenge Genya, even if she never 
got legal recognition of Pyotr’s crimes against her. 


He kissed her, hard, nipping at her lips, his teeth drawing the tiniest bit of blood. Her tongue 
tasted of iron as he smiled down at her again. 


“Moya lyubov, I knew you were born to be a Morozova. 
“So you’ ll teach me?” she breathed. 
“T will. I will make you into my perfect weapon—my vicious, dazzling wife.” 


“T like the sound of that.” 


Aleksander kept his word. A few days later, they were due to attend a dinner party at the 
home of one of the MI board members, Yaromir Caryeva. He was, apparently, some distant 
relation of Lantsov and had joined the board only after the merger, which had left him 
holding 5% of MI shares—which was, apparently, a fairly massive portion. 


Ordinarily, on the way to a social event Aleksander and Alina would have chatted about work 
or their current books or their next date. That night, he spent the entire car ride laying out his 
aims and strategy: the Lantsov merger had not constituted a hostile takeover because, as the 
major shareholder and CEO, Pyotr had been eager to agree. He saw a significant financial 
gain when Lantsov Holdings was acquired, which he had been particularly eager to obtain 
because their share prices were dropping at the time. After the merger, he traded his 
controlling interest in LH for 20% of MI’s shares, which left him in a much more stable long- 
term position, even if he no longer had control over his former company’s management and 
assets. It was the sort of move Alina suspected Aleksander would never have been capable of 
making—he cared about control too much. But apparently Pyotr had been delighted by the 
deal. 


To completely remove Lantsov from his position at MI, Aleksander would have to enforce 
the buy-sell agreement which had been built into the merger. As the majority shareholder, he 
could technically do that at any time. But buying out a 20% stakeholder was a costly move, 
and Aleksander would need to keep the board on his side. Moreover, once that obstacle had 
been overcome, he would need majority approval to take away Pyotr’s seat on the board. And 
since several members of the board came from LH, and most of them were long-standing 
friends of the Lantsovs, that wouldn’t be an easy feat. 


So tonight, the goal was simple: make Caryeva like Aleksander. And Alina, it turned out, was 
key to that plan. Caryeva had also recently married—to a woman much younger than him, 
which made Alina a little uncomfortable for more than one reason. It made him more 
sympathetic to Aleksander in general, but if Alina could befriend his wife, Valentina, that 
might seal the deal. 


She was buzzing with excitement as they stepped out of the car outside the high rise where 
the Caryevas lived. Ordinarily, she would have felt at loose ends at such an event, desperately 
trying to make small talk or hiding in a corner while Aleksander conducted important 
business. But tonight, she had a job, too. His final words to her in the car had filled her with a 
heady sense of power: “Just remember, Alinochka: you’re going to be my wife, my queen. 
It’s to their benefit to befriend you. You don’t have to work for their approval—your attention 
is a favour that they should be grateful for.” 


It quickly became clear that he was right: the guests did want her attention. She had noticed 
the change after their engagement. Just like the employees at MI, the people she encountered 
at social events seemed eager for her approval. She was already used to the intense scrutiny, 
the murmurs of “We would love to have you at our next fundraiser,” or “I think your fiancé 
would like to be involved in...” But she hadn’t been sure that Aleksander’s board members, 
who held a certain degree of power over him, would feel the same. 


Valentina Caryeva’s exuberant greeting as they walked through the door put her doubts to 
rest. 


“Mr. Morozova! Miss Starkova! We’re so thrilled you could join us this evening. I was just 
saying to Yaromir—Wasn’t I?—how excited I am to get to know you better.” Valentina was 
gorgeous, with lustrous mahogany hair and a magnetic smile, and it was clear that her 
husband, who was more than twice her age but distinguished-looking enough to make the age 


gap less jarring, was entirely enamoured of her. He gave her an indulgent smile and 
murmured his agreement, then offered his hand to Aleksander and kissed Alina’s cheeks. 


Valentina immediately took possession of her arm and led her into the sitting room, where the 
other guests were already settled with drinks. Alina surveyed them, recalling what 
Aleksander had told her about them: Arthur Chernov and his wife Beatrice (also close to the 
Lantsovs), Alyssa Radimova (recently inherited her father’s shares), and Thomas Luchov, the 
grizzled, grandfatherly chairman of the board, with his daughter and heir-apparent Eva. The 
presence of the other young women seemed notable. Of course, the Lantsovs were also 
present—not just Pyotr and Tatiana, but Nik as well. 


Valentina was apparently committed to a charm offensive: she insisted on making Alina a 
drink herself, sat next to her on the couch, and asked her all about her relationship with 
Aleksander and her writing. Alina’s job therefore pretty easy. She smiled and returned 
Valentina’s questions, comparing notes on destination weddings and exchanging dress 
shopping stories. It was pleasant; she felt slightly guilty for her ulterior motives. 


By the end of the night, she had traded cell numbers with Valentina and agreed to meet for 
lunch sometime. She had also learned a lot more about the social dynamics just by observing 
everyone at dinner. It was amazing what a little context would help her perceive. She’d never 
noticed before that Alyssa Radimov hated Pyotr and Tatiana, but it was plain to see in her 
pinched expression whenever either spoke. And it was useful. 


She also noticed that everyone seemed to like Nik. They all respected and admired 
Aleksander, even Chernov and Caryeva, who didn’t quite trust him. But they were at ease 
with Nikolai. And she wasn’t sure how loyal Nik was to his family. 


She mentioned it to Aleksander in the car on the way home. 


“That’s an interesting question, Milaya. I think Nik has some differences from his family. 
Actually, it’s pretty much an open secret that he’s not Pyotr’s son. They’ve never been close. 
He toes the line to stay in the will and because he’s fond of his mother, but he might turn his 
back with adequate incentive.” 


“Hmm.” She thought for a while. “Nik studied finance, didn’t he?” 
“Yes?” Aleksander was looking at her curiously. 

“And he worked for the CFO at LH?” 

“Yes. His position was unfortunately made redundant when we merged.” 
“Have you decided how you’re going to deal with Liza?” 


“T had a very—stern—conversation with her.” His tone remained inquiring, perplexed by her 
non sequitur. 


“Are you sure interfering with the CEO’s personal legal files isn’t cause for termination?” 


“Why don’t you tell me what you’re getting at, Alinochka.” 


“JT just think that if you had an adequate replacement for Liza—say, a major stakeholder’s son 
with corporate finance experience—the board might not object to her dismissal. And making 
Nik CFO would be a big favor.” 


His arm, already resting around her shoulder, pulled her closer to his side as he smirked down 
at her. 


“My Alinochka, I believe that I’ve created a monster.” 
“Do you regret it?” 


“On the contrary. I’ve never been prouder.” 


Chapter 27 


Chapter Notes 


I hope you all enjoy this one. After all the angst, you deserve something extra nice. 


<3 I will reply to your comments soon, I promise. In the meantime, thank you for 
reading and sharing your reactions! 


Their shared objective brought something new to Alina’s relationship with Aleksander. While 
she knew Aleksander loved her for her own sake—and that was a truth that, in many ways, 
she was still coming to terms with—working with him to win the board over gave her, for the 
first time, the sense that she contributed something tangible to his life. Aleksander was 
intimidating and magnetic, but Alina was down-to-earth and approachable. She was easy to 
underestimate, and it made her the perfect secret weapon. Together, they were more 
formidable than they were apart. That realization meant the world to her. 


Alina had made it a point to spend time with Valentina Caryeva, and with Alyssa Radimova 
and Eva Luchova as well. She and Aleksander had invited several board members and their 
wives for private dinners, and Alina felt she was making headway in nurturing those 
connections. The result was that she spent half her time playing the role of lady who lunches, 
but she found she didn’t mind. The small talk and careful manipulation were exhausting, but 
at least she got a delicious meal in the bargain. She was transitioning her work hours to the 
Foundation now that her replacement had been appointed, and she was still scrupulous to 
make time for her writing. So she really couldn’t complain about her schedule. 


Things with Aleksander were better than ever. They had returned to one counseling session a 
week, but it felt like the most difficult conversations were, for the moment, behind them. 
Most evenings, they curled up together, compared notes on their progress with the board and 
laid plans for the days ahead. They also made it a point to talk about at least one completely 
random thing. Alina had a list of trivial questions on her phone, and if neither of them had a 
particular subject in mind, they would refer to that list. 


“Favorite color? No, never mind, that’s stupid—it’s black. What about, what was the first 
concert you ever attended?” (His answer was a school trip to the New York Philharmonic, 
which Alina couldn’t help but make fun of.) 


She felt at ease around Aleksander in a new way, and he was unquestionably more open with 
her, sharing the details of his frustrations at work or offering up random anecdotes from his 
past. 


Weeks turned into months. She returned from Zoya’s in August. In September, she flew out 
to San Francisco with Aleksander for a series of meetings with their main West Coast office. 


She tagged along to business dinners, followed the conversations as carefully as she could, 
and then spent a full day in the Museum of Modern Art, with a brief stop at City Lights 
Bookstore thrown in for good measure. Aleksander, it transpired, held no love for 
contemporary art, but he gamely kept her company and allowed her to mock his 
bewilderment. 


In October, they managed to drive up to the Maine house for the weekend, just the two of 
them, to enjoy the fall leaves and get some much-needed rest. Work and wedding planning 
were growing increasingly demanding. Genya had now declared thrice-weekly meetings 
insufficient and had questions for Alina nearly every day. She was also required to attend 
things like cake tastings and dress fittings. Her dress was to be custom Oscar de la Renta, at 
Genya’s insistence. (“If you’re going to have a fairytale winter wedding, you deserve a 
fairytale dress”—and Alina had no wish to argue with that logic.) It was an absolute 
privilege, but it turned out that custom couture required a lot of meetings. It was a relief to 
escape it all, if only for two nights. 


November was no less demanding. She had started to feel like her life was moving on fast- 
forward, the wedding little more than a month awa and so much work to be done before then. 
She yearned for the day to arrive—not even so much because she wanted to be married, as 
because she wanted her Christmas honeymoon with Aleksander. He’d promised to turn off 
his cell phone for a week, and she couldn’t wait. 


In the meantime, Thanksgiving provided some respite. Zoya flew out to have her 
bridesmaid’s dress fitted (it was silver-blue silk and completely magnificent on her) and to 
spend the holiday tormenting Nikolai. Thanksgiving dinner—which was, thanks to Fedyor, 
absolutely decadent—was at once festive and relaxed. The eight of them—Aleksander and 
Alina, Genya and David, Ivan and Fedyor, and Zoya and Nikolai—demolished the meal and 
then scattered across the house to take long naps. Alina lived off of turkey sandwiches and 
pumpkin pie for three days after, and she couldn’t have been happier. 


Then came December. Alina’s last day with the event planning team was the 8". Her 
replacement would oversee the final arrangements for the company’s New Year’s party. She 
was surprised to find her departure bittersweet. She had gained a great deal of satisfaction 
from succeeding at that job—more than she had realized at first. But she was grateful to be 
able to devote her energies to other things. 


They flew out to Telluride with Genya on the 15" to take care of last minute preparation. She 
couldn’t help a few jitters as the day approached, but more and more, she was just excited to 
be Aleksander’s wife. Being married seemed much more appealing than getting married. 
Lately, Genya had alternated between ordering her to relax and bombarding her with last 
minute issues, a contradiction which was becoming untenable. Alina had had cause to joke 
more than once in recent weeks that Genya was the bridezilla of Alina’s wedding. Heaven 
save them all when Genya finally admitted her feelings and proposed to David. 


It was a tremendous relief when Nina and Zoya arrived on the 17". Nina had a gift for 

tactfully distracting Genya, and if that failed, Zoya would glare her into silence. She spent the 
whole of the 18'" with Genya, Nina, Zoya, and a sheepish but secretly pleased Inej at the spa. 
All four would be her bridesmaids. She’d initially planned to just have Zoya as her attendant, 


but then she’d worried that Genya’s feelings would be hurt, and it felt right in the end to 
include all four. Aleksander would have Ivan, Fedyor, David, and Nikolai as his attendants. 
He’d grumbled a bit in private about including Nik, who still tried his nerves, but he finally 
conceded that it was a sensible way of strengthening the professional connection. And, as far 
as Alina was concerned, it made Zoya happy. 


Their guests had also begun to fly in on the 17", but they waited until the 19" to hold the 
formal welcome reception in the resort’s main event space. It was an intimidating assembly. 
Zoya was the only guest from Alina’s former life. She had thought about inviting Mal for old 
time’s sake but had quickly decided against it. He would only make a scene if he came at all. 
A clean break was probably best. Since Baghra was Aleksander’s only family, most of the 
hundred-plus guests were business associates. The MI board were all present, along with the 
heads of the San Francisco, London, and Tokyo offices, and an assortment of Aleksander’s 
major competitors and collaborators. Alina had invited her entire event planning staff and 
several people from the Foundation. She was pleased to see them, but she and Aleksander 
both spent the party wearing their professional masks. 


It occurred to her, as she scrutinized their guests, that Aleksander and she were much alike— 
they’d never had many friends. He had contacts from school, but he had kept all of them at a 
distance. His closest employees were really his friend group—Genya, Ivan, Fedyor, and 
David—and most of them didn’t even call him by his first name. She had brought Inej, Nina, 
Zoya, and Nikolai into their lives. Eight whole friends between them. It was probably sad, 
but she just felt grateful to have the community she did. Her life had been so lonely before 
moving to New York. 


She found herself treating the welcome reception and later the rehearsal dinner, as 
opportunities for social manoeuvring. Her status as the bride seemed to be a unique asset— 
everyone was particularly flattered by her attention, and she left several conversations with 
members of the board knowing she had risen in their estimation. That sense of 
accomplishment prevented the wedding jitters from consuming her. 


The only dark spot was Baghra. Alina hadn’t seen her since their first disastrous meeting. It 
seemed that getting to know her future daughter-in-law was not her priority. Aleksander had 
actually tried to set up one dinner for the sake of family cohesion, but Baghra had brushed 
him off. Alina couldn’t really blame her, since the last time they’d spoken she’d called her a 
hag. But she did wish that they had gotten this next meeting out of the way sooner, because 
Baghra’s dark looks and disgruntled mutterings felt all the more burdensome for their 
unfamiliarity. That, combined with all Alina had learned about the woman’s parenting during 
premarital counselling, made some scene almost inevitable. 


Baghra chose the rehearsal dinner as the setting for that scene. Zoya had just asked 
Aleksander to dance—a concern in itself, because Alina was pretty sure her friend had a 
shovel talk planned—leaving her alone at the head table. As soon as the pair reached the 
dance floor, Baghra took Aleksander’s abandoned chair. 


“T suppose you think you’re clever.” It was the first thing she’d said to Alina all week. 


“I’m not sure what you mean.” 


“Convincing my son to marry you. You think you’ve changed him, made him a better man.” 
“T haven’t.” 
“What?” 


“T haven’t made him a better man. I don’t want him to change—just to let me in. And he’s 
done that, in spite of all your efforts to keep him alone and afraid of anyone who might see 
him and care for him.” 


“You’re a fool if you think you actually know him. You’!|—” 
“Don’t you have anything else?” 
“What?” 


“All you seem to have is one line: I’m stupid, and Aleksander can’t love me. Do you have 
anything else? Because this isn’t scaring me off. I’m not stupid, as it happens, and 
Aleksander does love me.” 


“You—” Baghra’s tone was so venomous that Alina braced herself for something truly awful, 
but it never came. 


“Mother.” Aleksander’s tone was icy. 
“Aleksander.” 
“T hope you are not troubling my fiancee.” 


“T am merely trying to impress upon her the sort of man she’s agreed to marry—though she 
seems too vapid to see it.” 


“Mother, if you wish to attend my wedding, I suggest you keep your insults to yourself. I will 
strike you from the guest list if this continues.” 


“Your second wedding, you mean. Did he tell you about that? About how his ambition 
destroyed his first marriage?” 


Alina could see in Baghra’s eyes that she expected this blow to land, believing that 
Aleksander wouldn’t have told her about Luda. She smirked. 


“He told me all about it, actually. I’m not sure the point you’re trying to make, though. 
Marriages break up all the time; it doesn’t mean ours will.” 


With a sneer, Baghra stood. “You may love him, Girl, but you’ll learn soon that loving him 
isn’t enough.” And with that she swept off, scowling. 


Aleksander planted a kiss on her cheek as they watched Baghra stalk from the room. 


“I’m sorry for her, moya lyubov.” 


“Don’t be. Let’s just be happy together and let her stew in her spite.” 
“As wise as you are lovely, Solnyshka. Dance with me?” 


“Of course.” 


Alina awoke on the day of the wedding in Aleksander’s arms. Though Genya had protested, 
neither of them wished to observe the superstition that dictated they separate before the 
ceremony. She spent the first hour of her wedding day making love to her fiancé, and when at 
last Genya burst in and shooed her into the shower, she reminded herself that she would end 
the day making love to her husband. It was a heartening thought. 


When she emerged from the shower clad in a bathrobe, she found Aleksander gone and 
Genya waiting with two hair dressers and a makeup artist, all of them eager to set to work on 
her. Before she knew it, she was sitting at the mirror with curlers in her hair, gold patches 
under her eyes, cream on her upper lip, and Genya was insisting that she sip water through a 
straw. It was two hours before she finally slipped into her dress. She was enamoured of it, in 
spite of her annoyance at the frequent fittings, and as she surveyed herself fully dressed in the 
mirror, she knew that the time had been worth it. 


The dress was deceptively simple: flowing white silk with a soft blue tinge to it; cap sleeves 
and a subtle trumpet silhouette with a small, pooling train. The neckline cut straight across 
her collarbones, and the back dipped low. At the shoulders, blue irises and deep red roses 
were embroidered in a swirling pattern, beaded to catch the light. She had chosen the blue 
irises simply because they were her favourites, and the red roses were a subtle nod to the red 
wedding dress her mother had once worn. The stylists had twisted her hair into a flattering 
side bun, and she wore the earrings and bracelet Aleksander had given her before that first 
dinner party: emerald, sapphire, and diamonds. They complimented the embroidery on the 
dress perfectly. She’d foregone any veil and opted for a bouquet of irises, white roses, and 
jasmine. 


She felt magnificent. She couldn’t wait for Aleksander’s reaction. 
Genya, who had long since departed to dress, knocked at the door. 
“Tt’s time. Are you ready?” 

“Tam,” Alina said, and she meant it with every bone in her body. 


They had decided to hold the wedding in the chalet’s living room. It was more private than 
the resort and boasted a three-storey window looking out across the valley. Fresh snow was 
falling as she descended the stairs to the strains of a solitary cello. She saw Aleksander before 
he did her. He stood with the officiant beneath an arch of evergreen and jasmine. His tension 
was evident to her alone in the way he clasped his arms behind his back and in the studied 
neutrality of his expression. Then he saw her, and the mask fell away. His hands dropped to 
his sides, his mouth fell open slightly, and his eyes filled with wondering tears. 


She immediately felt herself tear up in response. She had known him for less than a year, but 
he had changed her life, become everything to her. He had found her when she was lonely, 
struggling, practically wasting away, and he had given her his heart. And now he would be 
her husband—sworn to her alone, forever. 


His hands, when they grasped hers, were shaking slightly, but that was all right, because hers 
were as well. She felt lost in his awe-struck gaze, and she barely noticed the officiant begin 
the service. She nearly missed her cue to say the vows that she had spent most of the autumn 
writing and re-writing. 


““Aleksander—my Sasha. I never, in my wildest dreams, imagined that I could be as happy as 
I am with you. I have felt—undesirable, insignificant, for so much of my life. But in your 
eyes, I am extraordinary and precious. I can never thank you enough for seeing me, the way 
no one else ever could. I will never stop loving you for that—and loving you for the man you 
are. So today, I promise you the rest of my life. I promise to care for you, to stand at your 
side, and to love every part of you, Aleksander Morozova, today and forever. 


She fell silent, watching as a single tear tumbled down his cheek. And then it was his turn to 
speak. 


“Alina, moya Solnyshka, moya lyubov. I told you once that I believe our meeting was destiny, 
that the first time I saw you, I knew you were meant for me. In the months since, I have only 
come to appreciate and love you more. I never thought I would be able to find someone that I 
could trust with my whole self. I never even thought to wish for it. And then, when I wasn’t 
even looking, there you were: perfect. I am yours, as you are mine, to the end of our days. I 
promise to trust you, to cherish you, and to love you with all that I am. 


He heaved in a breath, and when he spoke again, the words, though unfamiliar to her, had an 
ancient weight to them. “I have seen your face in the making at the heart of the world, and 
there shall never be, to me, another more beloved. This I swear to you.” 


In another moment, the officiant declared them husband and wife, and Aleksander leaned in 
to kiss her, long and deep. As they drew apart, the applause and laughter of the guests broke 
in on their private world, and she turned with a smile to be presented to them: Mrs. Alina 
Morozova. 


Chapter 28 


Chapter Summary 


An interlude from Aleksander's POV 


Aleksander woke early on Christmas morning, with Alina asleep on his chest. As he gazed at 
her sleeping face—the adorable purse of her lips, the way she periodically nuzzled her nose 
into his shirt—it occurred to him that he had never, in his life, been so perfectly happy. 


He was not accustomed to even reflecting upon his own happiness. It had never been his aim. 
He sought achievement, satisfaction, mastery. Not happiness. Probably the natural result of 
being raised by a woman who had apparently never been happy a day in her life. 


He had told Alina that Luda and he were happy together, but the more he reflected, the more 
he thought of it as contentment. He had been satisfied with Luda. She was a beautiful, 
interesting woman with useful connections. He had loved her. But he had always hungered 
for more—success, recognition, adoration. 


With Alina, he was simply happy. He wanted nothing else than to lie in her arms and marvel 
at her. His little soulmate. He’d never believed in fate until he found her. 


Their road to this moment had been far more tumultuous than he could have anticipated. In 
retrospect, he was forced to admit that he had blundered more than once. Alina always 
managed to surprise him, which delighted and exasperated him in equal measure. It had made 
the process of courting her a satisfying challenge—as did her natural aversion to opulence. 
He hoped those parts of her would never change. 


He could not complain, however, if she seemed to have left behind her tendency to flee at the 
slightest provocation. He knew he had blundered by failing to inform her about Luda and 
Liza. He had not anticipated, when he first began his efforts to win her, that the task would 
demand he change. Yet Alina had demanded better of him—demanded he set aside his 
perfect control to show her the monster who lurked beneath his skin. He had no desire to 
change, but for her, to win her, he would. And the wonder of it was that she seemed to love 
the monster as much as the beguiling facade he had devoted his entire life to crafting. It left 
him awe-struck. It had never even occurred to him to hope for such absolute acceptance. His 
Alina was a miracle, and now she was all his. 


He had known she would be his perfect wife, but she had already exceeded his expectations. 
He had planned on taking the first year or two of their marriage to ease her into the social 
intrigues which formed such a substantial part of his profession. Instead, she had dived in 
head first. He was almost certain Genya had shared how Lantsov had mistreated her, but 
Alina had studiously avoided any mention of such a conversation, and he forbore to ask, 


respecting her loyalty to her friend. In any case, she had set him the task of ruining the 
Lantsovs, and he was more than happy to comply. Watching how she blossomed as she 
worked beside him had been an unexpected joy. Her warmth, charm, and approachability had 
proven invaluable in winning over the board. Where Tatiana Lantsov was distant and 
imposing, Alina was welcoming—easy to trust and easy to underestimate. She was his 
perfect weapon, and he adored her all the more for it. 


She gave a high-pitched yawn and snuggled even closer to him. Absently, he traced the path 
of her spine beneath the blankets. He would never get his fill of her—nor should he, for she 
was his now. He would never let her go. 


He had been entirely in earnest when he warned her that he would not permit her to run from 
him again. Wisdom would have dictated he keep silent in that moment, but he felt Alina 
needed to understand the fathomless depths of his desire for her. He would do everything in 
his power to keep her—and his power was greater than even she could yet imagine. As long 
as she stayed beside him, she would share in it. Together, they were indomitable. 


His wandering hands woke her, and her sleepy face broke into a dazzling smile. He could not 
resist curling forward to kiss her. Even first thing in the morning, her lips were sweet to him. 


It was some time before they bothered to stumble downstairs to breakfast, still clad only in 
pyjamas. Alina had insisted that they ought to send home all the staff for the holiday, so that 
they could have the whole house just to themselves. Neither of them cared much for cooking, 
but he was more adept than she, so he set to work making pancakes while she sat on the 
counter and nibbled strawberries next to him. After demolishing the stack of pancakes, they 
moved to the living room, with its massive fireplace and towering windows with snow 
heaped against them. 


He had a mountain of gifts for her to open. Baghra had never believed in celebrating 
Christmas. He’d get an ordinary sock filled with an orange and a handful of sweets, and that 
was it. In many ways, his childhood deprivations had made him stronger, but that particular 
denial had given him an enduring, childish love of giving and receiving presents. He 
preferred not to share that vulnerability with others and was careful to balance courtesy with 
indifference when receiving gifts. But on this occasion, he permitted himself the delighted 
smile that naturally arose when Alina shoved a pile of carefully wrapped presents in his 
direction. 


Though he urged her to go first, she insisted they take turns with the unwrapping, and he had 
to admit in the end that it was more fun that way. He was pleased with the gifts he’d found 
for her: custom Italian leather notebooks and a gold Montblanc fountain pen for her writing; 
a stack of novels which she’d put on her Goodreads to-read list; a vintage black silk coat with 
distinctive gold embroidery which Genya had found. She had goggled slightly when she 
unwrapped the Birkin bag he’d managed to obtain for her—buttery black Togo leather with 
gold hardware. 


In most circumstances, that would have been by far the most exciting gift, but he had 
something more personal to give her. His heart beat faster as she unwrapped the final gift. 
She shot him a look of fond exasperation when the paper fell away to reveal a black jewelry 
box. Her persistent irritation at his insistence on buying her jewels never ceased to amuse. 


That expression dropped away when she saw the contents of the box. It was a simple gold 
choker, studded with tiny diamonds, designed to look like a stag’s antlers. He hadn’t 
forgotten the story of her dream about the stag. For him, the creature's appearance during his 
proposal had become an emblem of their connection, just another sign that they were 
destined for each other. He had thought long and hard about what to give her to represent that 
connection. If the years unfolded as he hoped, she would pass this piece on to their children. 
It would symbolize their love for generations. 


“Sasha, it’s perfect,” she murmured, and he leaned over to kiss the top of her head, delighted 
at having pleased her. 


“Now you,” she said, and thrust a package into its hands. It was thin and rectangular. He 
wasn’t sure what to expect. She’d already given him a very large box of chocolates, gorgeous 
editions of Keats and Byron, a deep blue cashmere scarf (“Because you need to wear 
something other than black sometimes, Sasha’’), and tickets to a concert by some group 
known as “Florence and the Machine” (“Because you really need to go to a real concert 
someday, Aleksander. And besides. I wanted to go.’’). She had also gotten him tickets to a 
New York Philharmonic performance of Rachmaninoff (“That way we’re both guaranteed to 
be happy’’). So he wasn’t sure what to expect from this final gift, because her expression was 
particularly expectant. 


He tore off the wrapping paper (His Alinochka neatly sliced and unfolded, but he would 
indulge himself this once and abandon restraint) to find a picture frame. It held two objects: 
on the left, a napkin with a bar logo on it, and on the right, a photo. He recognised it as one of 
the photographs from his lecture during that fateful campus visit. He had never seen this 
image, though. It was taken from the side, so that in the foreground, arms crossed and eyes 
fixed on him as he spoke, was Alina. He smiled in fond remembrance. She had been so angry 
at him, so spirited. If he hadn’t already known that she was perfect for him, her adorable 
defiance had proved it. 


He looked up to see her smiling softly at him. How far they had come in ten months—past 
those secrets and misunderstandings. Nothing would separate them again. 


“Do you recognise the logo?” she asked, gesturing to that enigmatic napkin. 
“T confess, it’s unfamiliar.” 


“That’s from the bar where we met. I had Zoya go pick it up for me last week. I know it’s a 
silly thing. I just thought it might be nice to have some reminder of our first meeting.” 


To his mortification, he felt himself choke up slightly. “It’s perfect, Malyshka.” He cupped a 
hand around the back of her head and pulled her into a kiss. What kindly deity had smiled on 
him the day he found her? 


“How I adore you, my Alina,” he murmured into her hair, before dropping kisses on the 
elegant curve of her neck. 


“T love you too, Sasha.” 


They spent most of the day curled up by the fire, entwined together and watching the snow 
drift down outside. As darkness fell, he gazed out over the valley lights, looking forward to 
the years ahead: to many more Christmases in this house. Just the two of them, at first. And 
then one day, a precious swell in his wife’s belly, and the next year, a black-haired child 
cuddled between them. That day would come—he knew it would. But for the moment, he 
could ask for nothing more. 
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They flew back to New York in time for the company New Year’s party, a necessity which 
she accepted but nonetheless regretted. The week since the wedding had been perfect. They’d 
gone skiing, Aleksander weaving gracefully along beside her while she descended the bunny 
slopes on Bambi-splayed legs. They’d lounged in the outdoor hot tub and watched snow fall 
around them. They’d spent hours in front of the fire and more hours in bed. They’d shared 
every fond Christmas memory they had between them, and a number of the bad ones as well. 


Aleksander had even told her a bit about his holidays with Luda. She was learning to be glad 
for the affection and companionship his first wife had brought him, even though it ended 
badly—and even though thinking of him with someone else filled her with a possessive fury. 
He was always quick to claim that his relationship with Alina was qualitatively different, and 
she was starting to believe it. If that was his truth, then so much the better. She already knew 
that whatever life brought, no man would be able to eclipse Aleksander. 


For the New Year’s party, she wore a forest green off-shoulder dress, specifically to 
compliment the antler necklace he’d given her. It was exquisite, both as a piece of 
craftsmanship and as a symbol of their connection. She didn’t really believe Aleksander’s 
talk of fate, but she had to concede there was something mysterious about the draw they felt 
for each other. Uncanny: a strangeness that was, nevertheless and consequently, home-like. 
Her dream-stag had always given her courage to forge ahead, to keep seeking fulfilment and 
belonging. And then the stag on her engagement. It was as though her old friend had led her 
to Aleksander. And now she could carry the moment with her. She just wished she could 
wear the necklace every day—but a distinctive, expensive choker wasn’t quite appropriate for 
daily wear. (When she’d said that to Aleksander, he’d just smirked, and she suspected she’d 
be receiving yet another piece of jewellery before long.) 


They didn’t have a complex strategy for the evening. Their job was to receive the 
congratulations of the employees and to be happy newlyweds—which expectations they were 
more than happy to fulfil. It would be an opportunity, though, to observe the Lantsov’s 
interactions with the board. 


So that’s what Alina did. She stood at the door with Aleksander, greeting each employee and 
their family with a warm smile. She mingled on her husband’s arm; she danced; she laughed. 


And all the time, she kept half an eye on Tatiana and Pyotr, where they sat with Vasily and 
Nikolai and the Caryevas. 


Ordinarily Pyotr was the picture of garrulity at these events. He clearly loved to glad-hand, 
slapping backs and sipping drinks until he was red in the face and chortling with laughter. So 
far as she’d observed, his peers played along, perhaps even enjoyed it. But his fellow board 
members looked a little more distant tonight. She saw a couple of grimaces at his 
drunkenness. On a few occasions, women turned from Tatiana as soon as Alina approached, 
as though eager to cut the other woman from their conversation. The tides were shifting. The 
Morozovas ascended. 


It was time to move to the next phase: feeding the rumor mill. Aleksander had been finding 
opportunities to remind the board members of Lantsov’s blunders at LH for months, but they 
had held off on any mention of his graver personal offences. They didn’t want to expose 
anyone, but some suspicion of indiscretion could make the board see Pyotr as a risk and, 
depending on how the rumors circulated, humiliate Tatiana in the process. Alina still wished 
that someone would be able to go after him for assault, but she wasn’t holding out hope. The 
punishment would have to be social and financial rather than legal. And as far as she was 
concerned, after her treatment of Genya, Tatiana could go down with her husband’s sinking 
ship. 


Initiating those rumors would require another conversation with Genya, though. She didn’t 
know if her friend was aware of the work they’d been doing, but it wouldn’t be right to even 
refer obliquely to Pyotr’s misconduct without some warning. And that made her nervous, 
because she wasn’t sure if Genya would feel betrayed or pleased. 


With that question lurking in the back of her mind, Alina searched the party for a familiar 
flash of red hair. Genya had been with them at the start of the night, ready as always in case 
Aleksander needed her, but Alina hadn’t seen her for a few hours. 


She finally caught sight of her in a quieter corner of the dance floor—with David. The music 
was slow, and they held each other close as they swayed. The sight made her smile. Genya 
and David had been dancing around each other for as long as she had known them. Maybe 
the wedding had been the tiny push they needed to admit how they felt. 


Midnight approached, and everyone gathered by the wide windows looking out towards 
Times Square, champagne in hand. As they counted down to the New Year, Aleksander drew 
her close and dipped her into a deep kiss. When the fireworks began, neither of them felt like 
ending the embrace. At last, they grew short of breath, and she smiled and nuzzled her nose 
against his as they drew apart. Turning in his arms, she noticed a few employees smiling and 
applauding their display, and she could only laugh at their evident amusement. Her smile 
widened when, on the edge of the crowd, she noticed Genya and David, who clearly had not 
run out of breath yet. She wondered if it was their first kiss. Either way, she couldn’t think of 
a more perfect way to start the new year. 


Life quickly fell back into a rhythm, and Alina found herself delighting in the mundane. She 
still woke up with Aleksander most days. Her new position at the Foundation only required 
her to come in for strategy meetings and consultations a couple of days a week. When she 


wasn’t needed in the office, she tended to spend her mornings writing at home. Sometimes, if 
that got boring, she would come visit Aleksander, occasionally curling up on his office couch 
and working on her laptop while he labored away at his desktop. It felt domestic and 
indulgent, and she loved it. 


They made a point to eat dinner together every night, whether that meant a quick salad at the 
kitchen island or an expensive meal while they wined and dined his associates. She knew her 
presence occasionally surprised the businessmen who expected to be dealing only with 
Aleksander, but she didn’t really care about their opinions. As Aleksander said, it was 
instructive to see how they responded to her. If they were smarmy or condescending, he’d 
invariably treat them as hostile, either overtly or covertly. After all, as he’d remarked more 
than once, “If they’re too stupid to appreciate your company, my Alinochka, clearly they 
don’t deserve to be in business with us.” 


Whenever they had the time, they would end the day with a drink in the library, sharing their 
highlights or chatting at random. And where humanly possible, they went to bed at the same 
time. That had been offhand advice from their counsellor—go to bed and get up at the same 
time—and while it was difficult with Aleksander’s more-than-demanding schedule, it was 
precious to fall asleep in one another’s arms. 


It was a couple of weeks before she had time for a proper catch-up with Genya. Though 
Alina was still in and out of the office often, Genya was scrambling to catch up on 
correspondence neglected during her wedding preparations. She ultimately took a leaf out of 
Genya’s own book and resorted to kidnapping, appearing at the office unannounced at an 
hour when she knew Aleksander didn’t need either of them. 


“We’re going to lunch,” she announced, then grabbed Genya’s hand and completely ignored 
her protests. 


She waited until they had settled in at Genya's favourite lunch spot to raise the subject she 
really wanted to discuss. 


“T want to talk to you about something that might make you mad at me. It’s probably 
inconsiderate to bring it up over lunch, but I didn’t know a better time.” 


The smile slid off Genya’s face. “Oh?” 

“T promised that I wouldn’t tell Aleksander about—what we talked about, that day—and I 
didn’t. I didn’t. But I did tell him, when we got engaged, that I wanted him to ruin the 
Lantsovs.” 

She saw Genya tense as she spoke. Her face grew pale, and then she blew out a long breath. 


“And he didn’t ask why?” 


“T said that I knew Pyotr—well, wasn’t a good person. He probably guessed how I knew, but 
he didn’t ask.” 


“T see.” 


They sat in silence for a while. Alina felt at once ashamed and defiant. She was proud of their 
work to undermine the Lantsovs. She was. But it still felt like a violation of trust. 


“So what are you doing?” Genya asked at last. 


“We’re going to buy him out and get him voted off the board. And we’d like to at least 
circulate some rumours about the way he treats women, even if those are never specific or 
substantiated.” 


Genya was quiet again. Then she locked eyes with Alina, and her expression grew resolute. 
“T want to help.” 


The next week, she and Aleksander invited “‘a few intimate friends” to dinner. Those were the 
words Alina used when she called each guest to deliver the invitation. Nikolai would be 
there, and he’d sounded both curious and amused when he confirmed his attendance. Most of 
the other guests were board members or their partners: the Caryevas, Alyssa Radimova and 
her boyfriend Tom, and three members Alina didn’t yet know well: Mark Raevsky and his 
husband Ben, Nadia Zhabin, who was dating Tamar, and Leon Keramzov. The final guests 
were the most important, though: Genya Safin, and her new boyfriend, the brilliant engineer 
David Kostyk. 


Though most of the guests were relatively young to be on the board of a major corporation, 
the evening nonetheless had an old fashioned quality to it. Alina wore vintage Dior and 
pearls, and she felt like a 1950s housewife as she waited in the living room to welcome their 
guests and hand them cocktails. Dinner was hearty and delicious, and she ensured that no 
one’s glass ran empty. When they’d finished dessert, Aleksander took the men upstairs to the 
game room for a round of billiards (in case this didn’t feel enough like a scene from Agatha 
Christie), and Alina and the other women had coffee in the sitting room. And that was when 
the really important part of the evening began. 


It was Alina’s job to find the opening. Conveniently enough, Valentina Caryeva was eager to 
rave about her recent dinner at Rezdora, in the company of Pyotr and Tatiana Lantsov. 


“You and Yaromir seem so close to the Lantsovs, Valentina. That must be lovely. 
Aleksander’s known them for ages, of course, but I can’t seem to get properly acquainted 
with them. Sometimes I think Tatiana doesn’t like me.” 


“Oh?” Valentina, who was as partial to gossip as the next person, leaned in eagerly. 
“T can’t think why. I hope I haven’t offended her inadvertently at any point.” 


“T can’t imagine you offending anyone, Alina. You’re always so sweet. But Tatiana—well, 
she can be a bit cold, can’t she?” 


“T suppose. If you think so—you know them so much better than I. I’d actually worried it 
was because, well—’” she paused, as though reluctant to continue further. Valentina raised her 
eyebrows and scooted even closer so that Alina could drop her voice. “Pyotr’s just always 
made me a little uncomfortable? I can’t articulate why—just something about his eyes, you 


know? But I worry that I might come across as unfriendly, and maybe Tatiana’s picked up on 
it.” 


“Well, you can’t force yourself to get along with everyone.” 


“T know. But I wish I could, since they work so closely with Sasha. I just get a bad vibe, you 
know? And I have a hard time ignoring those.” 


“Oh, but you should never ignore your intuition. And I have to say, Pyotr does strike me as a 
little bit of a lech. Harmless, of course, but he does ogle sometimes.” 


‘Harmless. I’m sure.” 


“T wish I could say I was too.” The interruption came from behind them, where Genya had 
been speaking with Nadia Zhabin. Her tone was light. 


“Oh?” 
“Genya used to be Pyotr’s PA, before Aleksander snapped her up.” 


“How lovely.” Valentina’s tone was slightly condescending. Alina couldn’t help but think of 
it as the trophy wife’s natural disdain for secretaries—and then she chastised herself for such 
a misogynistic caricature. 


Genya breezed past the disdain in the other woman’s voice. “I worked for him for a couple 
years after college. Let’s just say I wouldn’t want to be a young woman on his staff.” 


“Really? You mean—” 
Genya shrugged. 


“Wow.” Valentina and Nadia both leaned back in shock, feigned or genuine. The former 
looked half-horrified, half-delighted; the latter seemed purely troubled. 


“Do you know anything specific?” Nadia asked, tone newly businesslike. 
“T don’t want to betray anyone’s confidence. There weren’t any charges filed that I know of.” 


Alina felt it was time to change the subject. She didn’t want any of the rumours to trace back 
to Genya specifically; this gambit was a risk, but hopefully the vagueness of the accusations 
would protect her. 


“So Nadia, I understand you and Tamar just found a new place together?” 


But a few minutes later, Valentina crossed the room to murmur in Alyssa’s ear, and Alina 
knew the night had been a success. 
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She came to feel, in the coming weeks, like she was living an odd sort of double life. Her 
private self thrived on their domestic routines—daily yoga and editing her novel and tangling 
her toes with Aleksander’s while they drifted to sleep at night. Her public self, meanwhile, 
was ceaselessly observing and calculating. Alina Morozova, it turned out, was a bit more 
complicated than Alina Starkova, but she was also happier. 


Aleksander planned, if all went well, to initiate the board’s vote in late April, to coincide with 
the gala celebrating the anniversary of the merger. “A fitting commemoration of the night I 
first declared my love, Alinochka.” 


“As I recall, it was the night you told me you wanted me after ignoring me for two weeks, but 
ok.” 


“Semantics,” he declared with a shrug. “It’s still an anniversary of sorts. My tribute to you, 
my glorious wife.” 


She knew it was more than that. Morozova Industries shares had dropped in value after the 
merger, which was apparently normal. Lantsov’s buy-sell agreement set a sale price well 
above the current rate. But in March, one of MI’s subsidiaries would release David’s latest 
invention—something to do with digital surveillance which Alina didn’t care to know too 
much about. They also hoped to launch a new joint venture with Druskelle Ltd. If all went 
well, Aleksander expected significant improvement in share prices. He was willing to accept 
some loss, but she knew his hope was that the value would exceed the stipulated sale price 
for Lantsov’s shares. 


Their position with the board was steadily improving, though they had yet more work to do 
to ensure success. They were, without question, in with the Caryevas. Yaromir had recently 
invited Aleksander to join him for a weekly tennis match at the club; Alina and Valentina had 
a standing lunch date; and they were planning to spend the weekend together in Miami in 
early April. 


Alyssa Radimova and Nadia Zhabin had been in the bag from the start, but Alina actually 
liked them, so she still made time for regular get togethers. Thomas Luchova was an old 
mentor of Aleksander’s, but Alina’s frequent outings with his daughter hadn’t hurt their 


partnership. Aleksander was also certain that Kuwei Yul-Bayur, who had been at Yale with 
him, would vote his way. 


The others were less predictable. The Chernovs seemed well-disposed towards Aleksander, 
but Arthur Chernov’s alliance with the Lantsovs went back a long way. Leon Keramzov and 
Mark Raevsky were likewise unknown quantities. And Jan Van Eck, a Lantsov investor who 
had voted against the merger, hated Aleksander’s guts and was unlikely to flip on Pyotr. So 
the charm offensive continued. 


Aleksander repeatedly reminded her not to rush or apply excessive pressure. “They need us 
more than we need them, Milaya. Just be patient.” So they kept to their course: business 
lunches, dinner parties, galas, and fundraisers. They took care to appear in the news, regularly 
and positively. Alina’s social media accounts were now entirely managed by Aleksander’s PR 
team. They’d been purged and featured tasteful shots of her writing, working at the 
Foundation, and attending events with Aleksander. They were, together, the picture-perfect 
face of Morozova Industries, entirely worthy of the board’s faith in them. 


It ought to have felt repressive, artificial. If someone had told her two years ago that she 
would have a PR team managing her clothing, planning her public appearances, and dictating 
her social media posts, she would have been horrified, expected to feel trapped. Instead, she 
found the structure satisfying, purposeful. She had a public following and could use it to 
advocate for causes she cared about. She was often tired from the intense social schedule, and 
occasionally the tight control on her movements felt claustrophobic. But she and Aleksander 
were accomplishing something meaningful together. The sacrifice was worth it. 


One variable remained: Nikolai. If they could confirm he was on their side, it would be a 
powerful tool in solidifying support. His tenure as CFO had, so far, been a success. The board 
was pleased to see the charming son of one of their members supplant the notoriously prickly 
Elizaveta. Alina had no doubt this reflected an underlying misogyny, but she wasn’t losing 
much sleep over it after all the stunts Liza had pulled. 


They had waited for weeks for the perfect moment to approach him, and in the end of 
February the moment arrived at last—all thanks to Zoya. In January, she had accepted a 
position at a firm in the city, and by the first week of February, she and Nik had moved in 
together. Zoya had insisted that Nikolai’s old penthouse was too ostentatious to be liveable, 
and since she evidently called all the shots in that relationship, they had found a new 
apartment a few blocks from Alina and Aleksander’s. 


The four got together for a celebratory dinner as soon as Zoya and Nik were settled. It was 
exciting—having your best friend settle down a few blocks away from you was always 
exciting. But it was also jarring. It was the first time Alina had felt a real tension between her 
public and private personas. 


A few months ago, Alina had been lounging on Zoya’s cozy old couch, crying about her 
fiancé. Now her friend was welcoming her into a gleaming marble foyer, accepting a 
hideously expensive bottle of wine and exchanging cheek kisses with Aleksander. They were 
both wearing designer cocktail dresses and expensive jewelry, and it all felt painfully adult 
and artificial. 


But then Zoya made a rude joke about their old university provost, and everything was 
normal again. 


What wasn’t normal was their objective for the evening. She felt guilty just for having an 
ulterior motive for getting together with friends, but the conversation had to happen. 


They waited until after dinner to broach the subject. They’d polished off a few bottles of wine 
and a delicious chickpea and squash tagine, and they were all relaxed and voluble. Initiating 
the intended conversation still felt like jumping off a cliff, though. It could all sour so fast, 
and Zoya would be put in the middle. Alina had wanted to warn her, but it felt unfair to make 
her keep that secret from Nikolai, even for a day or two. She was supposed to be enjoying a 
new phase of their relationship, not worrying about her friend’s corporate scheming. As it 
was, they would both be blindsided. 


Aleksander waited for a lull in the idle chatter, then spoke. 
“Nik, I actually wanted to talk to you about your father.” 


“Oh?” His expression was non-plussed, but Alina could see his shoulders tense. Zoya 
reached over to grab his hand, shooting Alina a confused look. 


“Since the merger, we’ve had some—HR problems. Involving Pyotr and multiple female 
employees. There have been some indications that he made unwelcome advances.” 


Nikolai blew out a breath. “I wish that were a surprise.” 
“You’re aware that he’s done this before?” 


“T’ve picked up on a few things over the years. You don’t want to think your dad—” He fell 
silent, jaw working. 


Aleksander stepped into the gap. “You’ll understand when I say that I have no desire to 
continue in business with a man of such dubious personal habits.” 


Nik scrutinised them both for a moment, and then the realization dawned on his face. “You 
want to buy him out. No—wait, you want him off the board.” 


Aleksander nodded. 

“And you’re telling me because you want my support.” 
“We do.” Aleksander reached out and took her hand. 
“Why should I do that? Turn on my father?” 


“Because Pyotr will go down one way or another. It can be quick or it can be drawn out and 
ugly. Major dissension would endanger your job, not to mention the value of the company as 
a whole. Whereas if you cooperate, I can guarantee you a seat on the board when you finish 
as CFO.” 


“You're going to go public with the allegations?” 
“Not necessarily. If we had your support, we might not need to.” 


Alina glanced over at Aleksander. They hadn’t precisely planned to leak Pyotr’s iniquities to 
the press, but they were certainly prepared to support any accuser who might wish to come 
forward. She wasn’t sure about treating sexual assault allegations like bargaining chips. 


Nik blew out a breath. “Ok. Ok, Ill back you. But you have to promise me one thing.” 


Aleksander raised a single eyebrow. He seemed completely unruffled, and Alina understood 
more clearly than ever why he was so successful. 


“You need to promise that you won’t go after him through the tabloids. I don’t want my 
mother humiliated. Just—we’ll get the board on-side, but leave his indiscretions out of it.” 


“You realize we’ve already seeded rumors about his behavior.” 
“You've probably also got Pls stalking him to get images, if you don’t have them already.” 


Aleksander didn’t deny it, and Alina turned to look at him, trying not to betray any surprise. 
He hadn’t mentioned that to her. 


He turned towards her, a purse to his lips that she read as slightly apologetic. “Do you agree, 
Milaya?” 


“T think so. But—” she paused, wanting her words to come across composed and decisive, 
rather than questioning. “If any women wished to bring a suit against him, we would support 
them.” 


Nikolai nodded. “I can’t argue with that.” 
“Good.” 


Aleksander deftly changed the subject, a slight squeeze to her hand the only sign of his 
triumph. Suspense behind them, Alina stood up to grab a glass of water. Zoya followed her 
into the kitchen. 


“Corporate politics, huh?” 


“Yeah. I’m sorry I didn’t mention it to you sooner. I didn’t want you to feel caught in the 
middle.” 


“T get that.” They both leaned against the island, hips almost brushing. “‘Nik’s never talked 
about his dad.” 


“He’s a creep.” 


“Sounds like it.” 


“Like, more than the average.” 


“Did he do something to you?” Zoya’s voice was still quiet, but the sudden undercurrent of 
fear was audible. 


“No. Not to me.” 
“But to—” 
“Can’t say. But yeah, to others.” 


“Ok. Well—if you know anyone who needs legal advice, I may not be able to take a case to 
court, but I’Il help however I can for free.” 


“Thanks, Zo. I wish we knew of anyone willing or able to go after him. But I’ll keep that in 
mind.” 


The night ended quickly after that. As they drove home, Alina found herself at once elated 
and frustrated. 


“You didn’t tell me about the PI.” 
“Would you believe that it genuinely slipped my mind?” 
“Not really.” 


“And you’d have good reason for that. But I really thought you knew. It would help to have 
pictures. It would give us some leverage, if he tries to fight back, or if the board proves 
uncooperative. A well-timed leak to the tabloids could solve all our problems.” 


“T suppose so.” 
“T’m sorry I didn’t tell you.” 


“T suppose it’s not fair to expect you to overcome old habits all at once.” After another 
moment, she leaned her head on his shoulder. “I forgive you, Aleksander.” 


“T’m not going to call off the Pls.” 


“T don’t think you should. Just so we have back-up. Besides, if he causes more problems at 
the office, we need to know right away.” 


“My thoughts precisely.” 

They sat in silence for two blocks. 
“Aleksander?” 

“Hmm?” 


“Do you think any of his victims will ever be able to bring a suit against Pyotr?” 


“Honestly, Alina, I don’t. The instances I’m aware of didn’t leave any evidence. The two MI 
employees probably could have, but they settled. It’s just a punishing process, even with 
adequate legal support.” 


“T wish we could fix that.” 


“IT do too, Milaya. And we can certainly up our donations to non-profits supporting and 
advocating for survivors. But I’m not sure we’ll see justice in this case.” 


“Some things money can’t buy?” 


“We could hire somebody to murder him. But conjuring a guilty verdict out of thin air 
without causing any trauma to survivors? That might be beyond even me.” 


They lapsed into silence again until they arrived home. He helped her out of the car, slipping 
his arm around her waist as they stepped up to the door. 


“Enough business for one night, hmm, Milaya?” 
“Definitely.” 


With a wicked grin, he swept her up in his arms and carried her to bed, her delighted giggles 
echoing through the stairwell. 


Chapter 31 


Chapter Notes 


Happy Saturday everyone! 


In the midst of all their covert campaigning, normal work had to continue as well. Alina 
settled into her role at the Foundation, which was mainly to provide input on strategic 
priorities and to be the face for a number of its programs. She had taken a few short trips to 
attend important events. The scholarship program had held a few workshops and student 
receptions already, and she made a point to attend all of those. 


She loved the students in that program. They were each of them uniquely brilliant, and 
talking with them fascinated her. She could tell that most of them viewed her with a mix of 
suspicion and admiration. They knew her story, knew she wasn’t a whole lot older than any 
of them. To them, she was a sort of fairy-tale princess, at once aspirational and unattainable. 
It made her feel self-conscious and sometimes guilty. She took care to dress as unassumingly 
as her PR team would permit for those events. She might live a very different life now than 
the scholars did, but she’d be damned if a Birkin or Louboutins became one more obstacle in 
connecting with them. 


Her novel was also finally finished. Drafted, revised, edited to oblivion. She’d given it to 
Aleksander to read, and he’d devoured it in two sittings, while she sat across from him on the 
sofa and pretended that she was working on her laptop rather than staring at him. He heaped 
it with effusive praise when he finished. 


“People need to read this, Milaya,” he’d said, and although she knew he was completely 
biased, the remark still touched her deeply. But she wasn’t ready to shop it around yet. She 
wanted to, but she couldn’t deal with the emotional burden of inevitable rejection on top of 
her current worries over the Lantsovs. 


Aleksander, meanwhile, was occupied in negotiations with Druskelle, Ltd. The joint venture 
promised significant returns for both corporations, but the executives at Druskelle were 
apparently quite prickly. Aleksander had come home late one evening after yet another 
meeting and collapsed on the library sofa with a sigh and a weary hand to the face. 


“T swear, I might murder Jarl Brum before this deal comes off, Milaya. What will you do 
when your husband is in jail for murder?” 


She leaned over to rub his temples, recognising in his furrowed brow the subtle signs of one 
of his tension headaches. 


“You'll sort it out, Sasha. You always do in the end. No need for murder.” 


He smiled softly at her. “My solnyshka. I’m not so sure this time. Brum just doesn’t like me 
personally. He keeps throwing up obstacles. And his VP is just as hostile. They’re very 
conservative—old boy’s club, family values. Even now that I’m married, they see me as 
some sort of upstart playboy.” 


“So we prove them wrong.” 
“How?” 


“How else?—a dinner party. Pearls and martinis and newlywed bliss. What could be more 
family values than that?” 


He laughed. “All right, Malyshka. Let’s try it.” He stood. “If you’re agreeable, I would like to 
do some things to you that are decidedly not family friendly.” 


“Tf you insist, Mr. Morozova.” 
“I do, Mrs. Morozova.” 


And he did. 


And that was how Alina found herself in a little black dress and pearls a week later, waiting 
in the foyer to welcome the executives from Druskelle, Ltd. Zoya and Nik were coming, and 
since one of Brum’s VPs was attending alone, she’d invited Nina to round out the table. So at 
least the night wouldn’t be boring. 


Nina had been tickled by Alina’s invitation, in spite of her warning that dinner was likely to 
be boring. “Corporate politicking is only boring if you have to do it all the time. It’s fun if 
you get to sit back and eat good food while you and Aleksander do all the work.” 


“If you say so.” 
“You have to give me the run-down on the attendees, so I know who’s who.” 


Alina had sent her the guest list, still bemused, only to receive a slew of excited texts a few 
moments later. 


N: OMG Matthias Helvar 
N: You didn’t tell me these execs were HOT, Lina. 
N: I WANT TO CLIMB HIM!!! 


Alina, chuckling, had shown the texts to Aleksander, who had given a disgruntled groan. 
“Tell me your friend isn’t going to spend all night hitting on Helvar, Alina. He might be more 
up-tight than Brum.” 


“Well, if anyone can loosen him up a bit, it’s Nina. I’ll tell her to keep it PG, though.” 


Her prediction proved well-founded. As soon as Alina ushered the Brums and Helvar into the 
sitting room, Nina walked over to introduce herself. She cut a glamorous figure in a sea- 
green chiffon dress, and the smile she turned on Helvar was dazzling. Her behaviour 
probably counted as restrained for some value of the word, but she was still a whirlwind. 


“You must be Matthias. Can I call you Matthias? I’ve heard so much about you from Sasha 
and Alina, I feel like we’re friends already.” 


Helvar just blinked silently in the face of this bewildering bit of prevarication. Nina hooked 
an arm through his and led him to the drinks trolley, while Alina, fighting to hide her 
amusement, turned to ask Ilsa Brum about her children. 


All night, while she maintained a steady stream of courteous small talk, she kept half an eye 
on Nina and Matthias. Unsurprisingly, Nina did almost all the talking. Matthias’ expression, 
meanwhile, shifted from dazed to annoyed to dazzled. By the end of the night, Nina had 
succeeded in giving him her number. 


“He’ll be asking me to dinner within a week. Just you wait. He’s dying for someone to break 
through that stoic demeanour and help him vent all that pent up energy.” 


“If you say so.” 
“T do.” 


Nina was not the only one pleased by the outcome of the evening. The hours of polite chatter 
about education and expensive vacations and the symphony had achieved the desired result: 
Jarl Brum’s farewell to Aleksander was far warmer than his greeting had been. 


Alina went up to bed glowing with the satisfaction of another victory. As soon as they were 
inside the bedroom, Aleksander grabbed her around the waist and pulled her to him with a 
growl. 


“My little secret weapon. So cunning. So dazzling.” 


She moaned as he kissed down her neck, hands clawing for the zipper of her dress. “I’m 
going to devour you, Milaya.” 


They locked eyes in the dim light, and the electricity of the evening overwhelmed her: the 
wholesome delight of seeing her friend enjoy a romance, the rush of social success, the 
anticipation of greater victories to come, and the decadent pleasure of her magnificent 
husband’s adoration—it was all intoxicating. As he lifted her onto their bed and climbed on 
top of her, she laughed in exhilaration. Never had she felt so hopeful—so powerful. 


In early April, they boarded a charter flight with the Caryevas and flew to Miami. Alina was 
comprehensively grumpy about the trip. Yes, she wanted to win over the board, and she 
didn’t mind some time in the sun after a long, wet winter. But like every viewer of network 
television who had never been to Florida, she was certain it would be terrible. And she was 
livid about the private charter. Nevertheless, as Aleksander had rationally pointed out, the 


Caryevas would take the wasteful flight whether or not Alina and Aleksander flew with them, 
so booking separate tickets would be less sustainable. 


On the upside, their couples weekend had become a group trip: Valentina, who thrived on lots 
of company, had without any prompting invited along the Van Ecks and Chernovs as well. It 
had made the whole trip much higher stakes. Cementing their alliance with Yaromir was one 
thing. Winning over Arthur Chernov while avoiding interference from Jan Van Eck was 
another task altogether. They had no hope of shaking Van Eck’s dislike for Aleksander. (“I 
may have screwed him over in a business deal once,” he’d admitted to her, when she asked 
where the antipathy arose from. He declined to comment further, and Alina let the matter lie.) 


If Van Eck had any suspicion of their plans, he would certainly tell Lantsov and cause as 
many roadblocks as he could. They would have to be subtle and clever in their timing. 


“Focus on enjoying yourself and being pleasant company, Milaya. Pll sneak in what talk of 
business I can, but I don’t think we’ll want to worry about spreading any rumors this 
weekend.” 


She could find no reason to disagree, but it left her feeling slightly empty. Like she was 
Aleksander’s accessory for the weekend, rather than his partner. That wasn’t his fault, but 
without a goal to achieve, high society felt empty. It was just her, in expensive clothes, 
exchanging meaningless conversation with people she didn’t like all that much. 


The Caryeva’s Miami home was—what she expected. Which was to say, opulent, 
aggressively modern, with disturbingly manicured lawns and an excess of palm trees. 
Everything felt artificial. She swore she saw a gardener using a pair of scissors on the grass at 
one point. 


She couldn’t complain too much, though, because the property was right on the water. Their 
room looked straight out to sea, and she woke up early both mornings just to sit on the 
private balcony and write morning pages. Aleksander brought her coffee before heading 
down to the gym each day. Later, he would golf with the other men, and she lay out on 
loungers and went to the spa with the women. It was all very luxurious and useless. She felt 
useless. 


Sunday, as they were packing their bags, she expressed that to Aleksander. 


“It’s just—it feels pointless, doesn’t it? This huge house that uses all this energy, just so a 
couple of people can come here and show off how much money they have doing things they 
could just as easily do back home.” 


“Well, admittedly, the weather back home is dreadful, Milaya.” 


“No, but—you know what I mean. It’s meaningless opulence. I don’t know if Valentina likes 
me, and I’m not sure if I like her, but still we’re invited down here just because it’s the sort of 
thing people with money are supposed to do?” 


“Was it meaningless opulence for us to go to Como?” 


That drew her up short. There was a slight edge to his voice. 


“I—you borrowed a house from a friend to take me away so you could propose, Sasha. I 
don’t think that’s the same.” 


“But my friend who owns the house—would you think him opulent? For that matter, I own 
the chalet and the beach house in Maine, and a cabin in Washington state, and a chalet in 
Zermatt, and a little spot on the Riviera—” 


“Ok, yeah, I get it. You have a lot of money. I’m just saying, we’re doing this for business 
reasons. Wouldn’t it be possible to opt out of all this excess? Even a bit?” 


“In principle, Milaya, yes, we could. And we can work on that if you wish. But we can’t 
completely change how this world works. And I don’t think you’d want to. Do you want to 
sell the other houses? Rent them out so we can never use them?” 


“No, that’s not— Well, I don’t know, actually.” 


He laid a hand on her shoulder. “Think about it, Alinochka. I don’t want you to feel you’re 
compromising your values, but you do need to decide what those values are and how you 
want to live them out. It’s one thing to dislike the Caryevas for being shallow leeches. I feel 
that way too more often than not. It’s another to resent your own life out of some misbegotten 
sense of guilt.” 


She gave a half smile and kissed his cheek. As they went downstairs to drive to the airport 
with their hosts, she felt burdened. 


The flight back was once more full of extravagance and empty pleasantries. She sat by the 
window, staring out and thinking of what Aleksander said when she wasn’t required to 
partake in the small talk. Her brooding lasted into the car ride home. 


It only got worse when they reviewed their position after the weekend. Alina had, admittedly, 
made headway with Beatrice Chernov. The older woman had a kindly air, and she liked to 
give Alina advice about all manner of things, mostly related to the children Alina did not 
have (a circumstance which Beatrice was certain would be rectified very soon). They had 
agreed to schedule a dinner once they returned to New York, and she was hopeful that this 
would prove of aid to Aleksander. 


Likewise, Aleksander had been relatively positive about his interactions with Arthur Chernov 
during their golfing expedition. But they still had a long way to go. 


“We may need to use the photos the PI took, Alina.” 


She grimaced, half alarmed and half relieved at the proposition. Aleksander had shown her a 
couple of the photos: Pyotr with sex workers—salacious without outing any of his victims. In 
principle, she didn’t mind exposing him, but she hated to break their promise to Nikolai. She 
didn’t want to think about how Zoya might respond. 


“Can we manage without?” 


“Without leaking them? Yes. Without showing them to the board? I don’t think so.” 
“Won’t Nik take that as a betrayal?” 


“Maybe if we showed them to the full board. But perhaps I could just show Arthur and 
Thomas privately.” 


“That would be better, I think.” 
“We'll leave it at that, for now, then.” 


The compromise was a relief, but she still felt troubled. Returning to their private world 
always brought her joy, but she was freshly sensitive to the excesses of their lifestyle: the 
massive townhouse, with its impeccable furnishings, high ceilings, fine-tuned climate 
control, and closets full to bursting with designer clothes. Who even made those clothes? She 
almost didn’t want to know. And did they need all that staff?—not just Fedyor and Ivan, but 
Marina and Carla, who came to clean five days a week, and the massive security team always 
rotating through, and the gardeners whose names she doesn’t even know. How had she 
become a person with a staff she barely knew or paid attention to? 


She decided, on the morning after their return, to fix this. So when she saw one of the 
gardeners arrive to tend the planter boxes, she stepped out into the courtyard and introduced 
herself. 


The gardener on duty that day was called Elena. She was middle-aged, short and curvy with 
black hair and a bright smile. In spite of the fact that Alina was interrupting her work, she 
greeted her warmly. 


“What are you working on?” Alina couldn’t shake the feeling that she was imposing on the 
woman’s kindness, but she needed some sense of connection. 


“Today’s a planting day,” Elena explained, still smiling. “We’re putting in a couple of 
dormant rose bushes, and using the glass cases by the kitchen doors to plant some seedlings 
under cover.” 


Alina nodded, trying to look interested. 
“Would you like to help, Mrs. Morozova?” 
“Oh—Alina, please. And—well, yes, I would like to help if you don’t mind.” 


And so she spent the next hour with Elena, learning how to plant the tiny seeds of lettuce, 
spinach, carrot, and radish in egg cartons and settle them in the glass cabinets to remain well- 
lit and sheltered. Then they turned over the earth in the rose beds and planted two rose 
bushes. They looked dead—devoid of leaf and blossom—but Elena assured her that they 
would soon flower spectacularly. 


Even as she learned about the garden, she also learned about Elena, who had three children, 
one of whom was getting married in two months, and one grandchild who was three years 


old. She learned a bit about her childhood in Columbia and about how she met her husband 
after moving to New York. 


When they parted, with smiles and mutual gratitude, Alina felt bold enough to ask for her 
number. She wasn’t sure what she would do with it. Would it be awkward to invite their 
gardener’s family to have dinner with her and Aleksander? Would that be uncomfortable? 
But she liked Elena—she’d certainly had any number of meals with people she liked a lot 
less in recent months. 


It was possible—probable even—that she was just using one of her employees to make 
herself feel like a better person. To make herself feel more real. But she did feel better with 
dirt under her nails, having spent time in the company of someone genuinely interesting and 
having learned something new. It hadn’t magically resolved any of her uncertainties, or 
reconciled her to this lifestyle. But it couldn’t hurt to be a bit more invested in one of the 
people whose life touched hers, could it? Especially when tomorrow would bring another 
society luncheon and more corporate politicking. 


Chapter 32 


Chapter Notes 


I hope you all enjoy this one. The Day of Reckoning has arrived! 


Apologies, all, for my tardiness in responding to comments. I've had family in town, so 
my writing has been curtailed. But I promise to catch up this week. Only four more 
chapters to go after this one! 


<3 


On the third Friday in April, Alina walked into an up-market health food restaurant near the 
office. She’d never been to the place; her guest had been the one to suggest it. She took in the 
white linen and the overabundant planter boxes of wheatgrass scattered throughout and had 
the sinking feeling that her meal would not taste good. But food wasn’t the point of this 
lunch. 


The young host escorted her to a table by the wide windows, where she found Tatiana 
Lantsov already waiting. Tatiana stood, and they greeted each other with artificial smiles and 
air kisses. 


“How are you, Tatiana? We had dinner with Nik last night, and he mentioned it had been 
some time since he’d seen you. You must be terribly busy.” 


“Oh, I’m wonderful, Darling. Lots to do, of course. I like to keep busy. But how are you and 
Aleksander? Has the honeymoon period worn off yet?” 


“Not at all. We’re crazy about each other. It’s just like living in a fairy tale, honestly.” 
“How nice for you.” 


“I’m just so glad you could make time for lunch. I see the other board members’ wives so 
often, you know. But we barely see each other.” 


“My pleasure.” 


Matching false smiles fading slightly, they turned to their menus. After ordering their salads 
and a bottle of Vinho Verde, they settled into idle, obligatory gossip about their mutual 
acquaintances. 


As the food was placed in front of them, Alina checked her phone and smiled at the message 
on her lock screen. They took their first bites, and then she set her knife and fork aside. 


“Actually, I had a specific reason for inviting you to lunch.” 
Tatiana raised her perfectly plucked brows. “Oh?” 
“Do you know what happens at the end of a fairy tale, Tatiana?” 


The woman smirked slightly. “Happily ever after?” she replied, in a tone that suggested she 
thought Alina might be more than a bit air-headed. 


“Well, yes. For some of the characters. Not for all of them, though. Do you know what 
happens to Cinderella’s family, for instance?” 


“What?” 
“They get their eyes pecked out by birds.” 


Tatiana sneered. “I know that you’re new to polite society, Alina dear, but this isn’t the sort of 
topic one discusses at the table.” 


“Oh, bear with me. I have a point.” 
“Ts that so?” 


“Tt is. Finding Aleksander was my fairy tale, you see. But every fairy tale has a villain. I 
don’t have an evil step-mother in my past, just a decent foster mother. Instead, we have you 
and Pyotr.” 


“What?” 
“You’re the villains.” 
“You're crazy. What have we ever done to you?” 


“Nothing, beyond being a bit condescending. But you’ve done something to Genya Safin. 
And to so many other young women whom your husband’s assaulted and you’ve belittled.” 


Tatiana went white. “I have no idea what—” 


“No need to lie. We’re already aware of everything. Do you know what’s just happened, 
Tatiana?” 


“What?” 
“The board of Morozova Industries just met and voted your husband out.” 
“You’re lying.” 


“Aleksander is currently informing Pyotr of the enforcement of his buy-sell agreement. No 
more interest in MI. No more Lantsov Holdings. You’re out.” 


“You're lying. The board would never vote out Pyotr.” 


“Six months ago, that might have been true. Not any more. They’re aware of what a liability 
he is now.” 


“How?” 


“They were mostly pretty easy to win over with a bit of charm. But the PI photos of him 
enjoying the company of a hooker didn’t hurt.” 


“T don’t believe you.” 


“The only reason we haven’t leaked the photos to every tabloid in New York is Nikolai. He’s 
a good son—didn’t want you humiliated.” 


“Why are you doing this? Why are you telling me?” 


“We’re doing this because you’re horrible people, and you don’t deserve to benefit from 
Sasha’s work. And I’m telling you— Well, partially because it’s fun. And partially because I 
want to make one thing clear: If you ever so much as look in Genya Safin’s direction again, if 
I hear you’ve caused any trouble to any young woman, those photos will make the tabloids. 
And I will not rest until you and your rapist husband are the laughingstock of New York. Do 
you understand?” 


“You little bitch. You think you’re so righteous, smiling while you ruin lives. Give it five 
years. You’ ll be as much a monster as your social-climbing husband, and when he gets tired 
of you and throws you back into the gutter you came from, I’Il be the one laughing.” 


“Two words, Tatiana: no prenup. I’m here to stay.” She didn’t wait to see how the woman 
absorbed that information. “I’m bored of you now. Run along. Lunch is my treat.” 


She watched Tatiana stalk towards the door, hissing at the maitre d’ to retrieve her coat. Then 
she quietly returned to her salad, ignoring the glances from the tables around her and 
occasionally smiling slightly as she relived the scene. 


When she’d paid the bill and climbed into her car with Inej, she dialled Aleksander. 
“How’d it go?” 


“Perfectly. Van Eck was the only hold-out, and his days are numbered. Legal have already 
initiated the buy-sell process. Pyotr will try to block it, but he won’t win. How were things on 
your end?” 


“T made my point.” 

“Of course you did, Milaya. Good work.” 

“Will I see you before the gala?” 

He sighed. “Probably not. Lots to do here. Genya has my gift for you, though.” 


She smiled. “You really ought to stop buying me jewelry, Sasha.” 


“Never, Malyshka.” 
“T love you.” 
“T love you too. I’ll see you tonight.” 


“See you tonight.” 


When Alina had laid out her plans for the day, her main concern had been Genya—not so 
much that the Lantsovs might retaliate against her, but that the process of dealing with them 
might be overly distressing for her. She knew her friend was strong and had looked forward 
to this day eagerly. Still, she insisted on a spa afternoon, just the two of them. They got 
massages and facials and mani-pedis, had their hair styled and their makeup done. At the end 
of the afternoon, a member of the security team brought them their dresses and jewels. 


Genya had smiled as she handed Alina the box containing Aleksander’s gift. Within was the 
stag choker, with new, coordinating pieces: a bracelet with the same diamond-studded pattern 
as the chokers; a pair of earrings fashioned like halos of branching antlers, a large diamond at 
the base where the antlers met, and another at the posts. There was also a small pendant in the 
same pattern: a delicate halo of golden antlers. She could wear it with the choker, but it was 
simple enough to be worn daily under her work blouses. She loved it instantly. 


Once she had put on the jewels, Genya helped zip her into her dress: black Vivienne 
Westwood, that iconic corset bodice with long sleeves and a form-fitting skirt. It made her 
look dark and powerful and desirable. Aleksander’s perfect match. 


Genya stood beside her, looking impossibly gorgeous in figure-hugging red Dior. 
“David’s going to be speechless.” 

Genya smiled. “I know.” 

“Do you think you two—” 

“I’m not ready. But—maybe someday?” 

“You deserve it, Gen. You two both deserve it, you know?” 


“T know. Pll get there. I am—getting help, like you suggested. I’m making progress. It’s just 
slower than I’d like.” 


“There’s no rush. David’s not going anywhere.” 
“T know.” 
“T wish— I wish I could fix it for you. Or at least put Pyotr in jail.” 


“Honestly, Hon, it’s probably better this way. Or—it’s easier, at least. I’1l never have to work 
with him again.” 


“T told Tatiana that if they came near you, we’d crush them.” 
Genya squeezed her arm. “Thanks.” 


They hugged and let the subject rest, though dissatisfaction still lurked in the back of Alina’s 
mind. But Genya gave a genuine, mischievous smile. 


“Now, I believe we have a gala to attend. 


It was a glorious evening. She felt strong, almost intoxicated with her own power as she 
welcomed the guests with Aleksander. That feeling only grew when Pyotr and Tatiana 
arrived. She wasn’t surprised to see them. They would be desperate to save face, to put on a 
show of unconcern, but she could tell that, beneath their finery, they were tense and fearful. 


When the time came for Aleksander’s speech, she joined him on stage, smiling and clapping 
as he touted the great progress Morozova Industries had made since the merger. At last, he 
reached the pivotal moment, and she could barely conceal her anticipation. 


“Tonight is a bittersweet occasion, however, because even as MI has begun a new era, we 
must also mark the end of one. After many years of successful collaboration, Pyotr Lantsov 
will be stepping away from his role at MI. We will miss his guidance and the diligence and 
vision he brought to Lantsov Holdings for so many years. But thanks to his efforts, and all of 
yours, we will continue on stronger than ever before. We wish him well in his richly deserved 
retirement. Come up here, Pyotr, Tatiana.” 


The audience stood to applaud as the Lantsovs stepped onto the stage, faking wide smiles. 
She had to admit they were good actors, but up close, she could see that Pyotr’s face was red, 
and he was shaking with rage as he and Aleksander shook hands and pounded each other on 
the back too hard. She offered the couple distant air kisses, the smile on her own face genuine 
and vicious. 


“You're going to regret this, Morozova. I’m going to ruin you,” Pyotr growled, too low for 
the mic to pick it up. 


Aleksander simply smiled and patted his shoulder one more time. “Good luck with that.” He 
gestured them off stage. 


Alina watched as they stalked straight out of the room, smiling as the doors shut behind them. 
Only then did she notice that Aleksander was still speaking. 


“On a more personal note, this past year has been particularly glorious for me, because it 
brought me my wife, my Alina.” He paused for the audience’s polite applause. “It’s easy to 
underestimate the importance of a partner. For many years, I thought that MI would be the 
love of my life.” He chuckled slightly, and the audience took it as an invitation to laugh as 
well. They quieted as his face grew sober again, hanging on his every word and expression. 
“T am so fortunate to have been proven wrong. And we are all fortunate, for Alina hasn’t just 
brought me happiness. She has brought fresh vision to our work at the Foundation. She has 
given MI a new, lovely, and inviting face. When I look at her, I see our future. And it’s a 


bright one. So please, raise your glasses to my wife, my queen, Alina Morozova, and to the 
future of Morozova Industries.” 


The guests echoed his toast, then applauded vigorously as they walked off the stage hand-in- 
hand. The rest of the night passed in a happy blur of congratulations and drinks and dancing. 
Throughout, she felt Aleksander’s eyes always following her, full of warmth and triumph and 
hunger. 


When at last the car door closed between them and the cameras, he dragged her into his lap 
without any regard for seatbelt laws. 


“Moya solnyshka,” he growled. His lips traced down her throat to mouth at her breasts, 
murmuring endearments between kisses. 


“So glorious, mova lyubov. My machiavellian little wife. God, I love you. Going to worship 
you forever.” 


She groped for his belt, desperate to feel him, drunk on his adoration and the memory of their 
victory. 


“Aleksander. Want you. Need you—” 


He seemed just as frenzied as she was, one hand tugging up her skirt, the other pulling down 
her bodice. As she sank down on him, she knew—Anew in her bones—that they belonged to 
each other. Together, they were magnificent and invincible. Their union felt somehow 
cosmic, a dance of light and dark. For the first time, she believed his talk of destiny. 


When at last, hours later, they drew apart, sated and drowsy, Alina lay on her back, reliving 
each moment of the day. Beside her, Aleksander was snoring, a slight smile on his lips. She 
adored him. She was proud of what they had accomplished together. 


But as she stared into the dark, remembering the shock and anger on Tatiana’s face when 
she’d told her about the vote, she wondered why she felt empty. 


Chapter 33 


Chapter Notes 


Ok guys, Alina has a LOT of emotions in this chapter, and I'm not sure I've untangled 
them all well enough. I hope it makes sense to you, though! Some of them will probably 
annoy you, but maybe others will resonate. 


For those readers who were concerned last chapter, though: none of those emotions is 
sympathy for Tatiana Lantsov. No ambiguity there. ;) 


She slept late the next morning and woke to find Aleksander already gone. It wasn’t a 
surprise. He’d warned her that consolidating power and overseeing the forced sale would take 
up the preponderance of his time for at least the next week, if not longer. She imagined he 
must feel energised—full of purpose and the will to conquer. But she still feels empty. She 
wishes he were here to praise her and reassure her that they’d accomplished something great. 
But he wasn’t. She was alone. 


She took a long shower, then called Genya over breakfast to check in. 


“I’m fine, Alina. No need to worry. David and I are taking a long weekend upstate, just to 
recover and celebrate.” 


Alina wished her a fun trip and hung up soon after. 


She knew Zoya and Nina were both busy with work projects, so instead she called Ine}. 
(Because if you want a friend who has time for you, who could be better than your 
employee?) 


“Can we go on a run and get coffee?” 


She’d found over their year together that Inej was a fantastic listener and a calming presence. 
Alina tried to reciprocate, and she had learned a bit about Inej’s very complicated relationship 
with her (almost certainly criminal from what Alina could tell) boyfriend. She couldn’t 
respond in the unfiltered way she would with her other friends, though. She was perpetually 
worried that she might impose on Inej to share more than she wanted to, or offend her in a 
way that made her professional life more difficult. But today, she really needed a friend. She 
texted Ivan for security backup so that Inej could relax, and then she changed into her 
running clothes. 


Inej arrived twenty minutes later, and they walked over to the Park, jogging a couple of miles 
before stopping at their favorite coffee shop. (Was it their favorite coffee shop, or just 

Alina 8? Inej said that she liked the mochas, but was she humoring her? She couldn’t quite 
stop the mental spiral.) 


When they’d settled at a table, Inej shot her a concerned look. 
“Ts everything all right, Alina?” 

“Yes—mostly?” 

“Oh?” 


“T mean—I’m glad we accomplished what we did. We did a good thing. We couldn’t stay in 
business with a man like that. Genya doesn’t have to work with him any more. It’s good.” 


“Tt is. I hear a ‘But’ coming, though.” 
“But it feels so—partial.” 
“How so?” 


““Well—we’ ve humiliated him. We’ve gotten him out of the business. But he’s still filthy rich. 
His life isn’t going to be much more difficult or uncomfortable. We can’t even prevent him 
from hurting more women.” 


“You've protected your employees, though. That matters, Alina.” 


“You're right. It does. But it’s not— It’s not enough. It’s not what he deserves. And 
meanwhile, I’ve lied and befriended people under false pretences and—God, I practically 
blackmailed Tatiana. I expected to feel good. Heroic, maybe? Instead— Well, I’m used to 
seeing Aleksander’s business associates as worse than me? That sounds horrible to say. But 
I’ve always hated how they seem so artificial and obsessed with status and with stupid social 
games. But I’m not any different, now, am I?” 


Even as Inej tried to reassure her, Alina was lost in the one thought she didn’t want to voice: 
Aleksander isn t any better than his peers. He’s ruthless and ambitious, and he really doesn t 
care much who gets hurt. And he’s made me as bad as he is. It was unfair, and untrue. He 
wasn’t some white knight, but Aleksander was a good boss. He paid his employees enough. 
He was totally different from predatory monsters like Lantsov, without question. But still, 
she couldn’t quite silence the growing suspicion that her husband had managed to make her 
just as unscrupulous as he himself was. 


She nearly jumped in surprise when a figure loomed over the table. She looked up, nearly 
jumping again when she saw that it was Elizaveta. They hadn’t seen each other since that 
awful day when Alina had run, and she hadn’t bothered to find out what Liza had been doing 
since losing her job at MI. 


“Hello, Alina.” The woman’s smile was as tight and insincere as ever. 
“Hello, Elizaveta. It’s—surprising to see you here.” 


“The feeling is mutual. I just saw you tucked away over here, and I wanted to congratulate 
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you. 


“For what?” 


“Lantsov, of course. I heard what you and Sasha did. These things don’t stay secret, you 
know—not in our circles. Shutting him out like that was a real coup. You must be very 
proud.” 


Alina could only gape for a moment. Liza smiled wider. “No, really, I mean it. A few months 
ago, you were this timid little admin, and I was sure Aleksander’s world would chew you up 
and spit you out. But you’ve actually made yourself someone formidable. I admire that.” 


“Thank you?” she said, unable to suppress the uncertainty in her tone. 


“You’re welcome. Just watch your back—when you’re on top, someone’s always coming to 
take it from you. Enjoy your coffees.” 


She turned and waltzed out of the shop while Alina and Inej watched her go. Inej had never 
actually spoken to Liza, and her expression was slightly astonished. 


“What a bitch!” 

“Yeah.” 

“Tt seemed like she was trying to get in your head.” 
“She was.” 


Inej, ever conscious of security, began to worry that Liza might have followed them to the 
cafe or known to wait for them there, but Alina couldn’t find it in herself to be concerned. 
Perhaps Liza got lucky. It was clear that she had wanted to unsettle Alina, to make her 
paranoid, but in truth, that wasn’t the part of their exchange that had bothered her. No 
hypothetical social competitor could outmanoeuvre Aleksander, and if they could, she didn’t 
care so long as she still had him. But when Liza said that she admired her—that had chilled 
her. The comment was probably passive aggressive, but the mere idea that she had acted in a 
way Elizaveta Rosen approved of gave her pause. 


Eventually, she and Inej hugged and walked home. But tangled, traitorous thoughts were still 
turning over and over in her mind. 


She ate lunch with Fedyor, who was full of elated congratulations. She felt like she had to 
play along during the meal, but when the dishes were washed, she was desperate for some 
way to get out of the house. So she texted Elena and asked if she could come help in her 
garden. 


She’d done this twice since they first met: driven out to the suburbs to spend an afternoon in 
Elena’s home garden. The first visit had left her embarrassed at her own stereotyped 
assumptions. She had presumed that Elena’s family lived in a cramped apartment somewhere 
in the city. Instead, she and her husband had a beautiful old home on a half acre of land north 


of the city in Nyack. Every inch of the yard was put to good use: a massive vegetable patch, a 
chicken coop, a rose garden, bee boxes. It instantly became Alina’s idea of heaven. 


Elena had shown her around that first day, then set her to work planting seedlings in raised 
beds while she chattered unconcernedly about her grandchild. Alina had quickly recognized 
that the older woman’s conversation was not a sign of the compulsive need to speak, but a 
form of generosity, of sharing herself with someone yearning for connection. It humbled her. 
It was exactly what she needed. 


She breathed easier as soon as she stepped out of the car in Nyack.She stretched, drawing in a 
deep, intentional breath and relishing the scent of the wet leaves and garden soil. Here, she 
felt like Alina Starkova. Not the depressed girl whom Aleksander had found, nor the 
glamorous and calculating Alina Morozova, but self-possessed, free of stress and striving, of 
the burdens of wealth and corporate scheming. As though she had been meant for a simpler 
life and somehow taken a detour. 


Elena greeted her with her usual warmth, and together they set to work weeding and turning 
over the soil in several of the beds due to be planted. Though they began, as always, with 
Elena dominating the conversation, she fell quiet after a while, and then asked, “You seem 
troubled today, Alina.” 


It was not a question, but it was still an invitation, and she chose to take it. 
“I— I don’t know where to start.” 
“Wherever you want, Chica.” 


So she started at the beginning and told Elena everything—though she referred to Genya only 
as a friend. 


“T just— I grew up with nothing, you know? And I worried about losing myself when I 
married Aleksander and entered this world. And yet I dove right in and tried to destroy 
someone’s life. And it hasn’t even done any good, because the Lantsovs are still rich, and my 
friend is still traumatized, and I don’t think I like the person I’ve become.” 


Elena remained silent for a while, both of them occupied in coaxing the weeds’ roots out of 
the dirt cleanly. 


“Tt sounds like you have a lot to think about, Alina. What is it that bothers you most?” 


She opened her mouth, then paused. What did bother her? Was it that she might become as 
manipulative as Aleksander? She wasn’t sure his manipulations were the problem, really, 
unless they involved keeping secrets from her. Was it that she’d pursued private revenge 
instead of public justice? Public justice was beyond their reach, without an accuser willing to 
step forward. Yes, she would have preferred to see Pyotr in jail, ruined in that spectacular 
fashion. But that wasn’t her decision to make. She’d done what she could. 


And it wasn’t that she hadn’t liked it. She’d loved it—working with Aleksander, trying to 
achieve something they both considered meaningful. She’d felt self-possessed and capable in 


a way she never had before. Yet something stopped her when she imagined a lifetime of this 
sort of corporate politics. 


What her mind kept returning to was the false smiles. The perfect makeup and the diamonds 
and the veiled jibes over expensive lunches. Those parts of Aleksander’s life she had always 
despised, thought beneath her. She was a real person. She came from nothing, with only her 
ambitions and her work ethic and her sense of loyalty. She believed in economizing and 
narrowing income disparity and protecting the environment from the ravages of capitalist 
consumerism. She despised excess. 


Didn’t she? 


Yet here she was, the wife of a billionaire, with a closet full of clothes she didn’t need, and a 
safe full of jewelry which could feed a small country for a year, no matter how ethically 
sourced they were. How was she different from any other trophy wife she’d encountered 
since first moving in with Aleksander? What if she just—wasn’t better? 


She opened her mouth, searched for some way to say all of this. But saying “I hate myself for 
having money, for using my husband’s power” felt incredibly shallow. 


Elena could clearly see her perplexity. She smiled and shook her head. “You don’t need to tell 
me, Chica. It’s for you to think about. You and your husband. You tell him what bothers 
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you. 


She winced. She wasn’t sure how to even begin talking about this with Aleksander, or 
discovering what it meant for them going forward. 


So for the moment, she just moved on to the next weed. 


It turned out that she didn’t have to find some way to discuss her feelings with Aleksander, 
because she literally didn’t see him for five days. She woke up every night when he finally 
came to bed, slipping in behind her and drawing her close, but he was always gone come 
morning. She hated it. She understood that it was a vulnerable time for the company, but he’d 
said he didn’t want to let work steal him from his family, and now he was completely absent. 


Her puzzlement and discontent grew into irritation and then anger. She felt insecure and 
abandoned. She went to her usual lunches with Valentina and Nadia and Alyssa, gossiped 
with them about the changes to the board, even as her heart wasn’t in it. She spent one 
evening over at Zoya’s since Nikolai had also been working late that week. Her friend could 
tell she was in a bad mood but gave her space, choosing instead to regale her with a bite-by- 
bite account of her recent dinner at Masa. 


The next day, she got coffee with Genya, who had returned from her weekend away looking 
more light-hearted than she had in months. That alone alleviated some of Alina’s guilt. 


Even so, by the time Aleksander finally showed his face on Wednesday evening, she was in 
no mood to greet him cheerfully. He’d burst into the kitchen, looking just as energized by the 
week of corporate intrigue as she had expected him to be. He beamed when he saw her, 


leaned in to kiss her, and then immediately began to fill her in on his accomplishments that 
week. 


“It’s done, Alinochka—the sale is through, and far quicker than I’d expected. And you’ll 
never guess—Van Eck is out. He pitched such a fit at the meeting Friday, and then continued 
to try to interfere with the sale. It pissed off Luchov so much that he actually called a meeting 
today and put the matter to a vote. We’re not buying him out, but he doesn’t have a seat any 
more.” 


As annoyed as she was, his delight was infectious, and she managed a small smile. “That’s 
excellent, Sasha.” 


Something in her tone stopped him short. 

“Ts everything all right, Solnyshka? Are you well?” 

“T’m fine, I just— It’s been a hard week.” 

He poured them both glasses of wine and took the stool next to her. “Tell me about it?” 


She was silent for a moment, corralling the thoughts that had run rampant in his absence. 
How was she to explain herself? 


“I—J suppose I’ve just felt a bit deflated, since the gala.” 


He ran a hand up her spine and smiled sympathetically. “It’s normal to feel that way after 
achieving an important goal, Milaya. But we have so much more to accomplish together.” 


“That’s not it.” She winced, knowing her tone had been too sharp, reading surprise and 
perhaps hurt in his expression. She heaved a breath. This was her husband. She needed to just 
tell him what she was feeling—stop censoring herself. 


“Tt’s—I thought I would feel good about what we achieved with the Lantsovs, and I don’t 
regret it. I don’t. But I don’t feel good, either. Even though Genya’s happier. I just— I lied 
and manipulated and sucked up to people I don’t like.” 


He ran a finger up her cheek and turned her chin to face him. “You did what you had to, 
Milaya. You don’t need to feel bad for that.” 


“I— But don’t I?” 
“Why should you?” 


“Because I don’t believe in lying or society gossip or playing power games. I’ve always been 
better than that.” 


“It’s never been relevant to your life at all, Alinochka. Now it is, and you’ve done what you 
have to do. You’re a survivor, like me, and you adjusted to your new environment.” 


“But I don’t want to adjust. I don’t want to be just another trophy wife with too much money 
and too few principles and no sense of purpose outside her husband.” 


He recoiled. “Is that what you feel like? You think I have made you into that woman you 
despise?” 


“No, Sasha— Or, you’ve made me more like you, but—” 


“Let me remind you, Alina, that this entire enterprise was your idea. You asked me to bring 
down the Lantsovs. You asked to help.” 


“Yes, because you shouldn’t have been in business with them in the first place.” 


“Don’t pretend that was the only reason. You were angry for Genya, and you wanted revenge. 
I didn’t make you help me, and I didn’t make you enjoy it. That was all you.” 


“IT know, but—” She fell silent, still angry, still feeling that he hadn’t grasped her point. He 
must have read the lingering resentment on her face, because his expression grew darker. 


“You think I have forced you into a position where you must become a person you don’t want 
to be. But I gave you every option to run, Alina. I exposed every part of myself to you. You 
knew whom you married. And I did not force you down this path. On the contrary, I have 
done everything I can to let you choose the life that will make you happiest. If you had 
wanted to avoid everything to do with the company, I would not have protested.” 


“T know.” Her voice sounded small. 


“Where does this resentment come from, Alina? Is it that before our marriage, you could 
pretend that because you had less money you were a better person? And now that you realize 
you are not inherently superior, you wish to make me your villain for bringing you into this 
world?” 


That hit too close to home, and it was spoken in too scathing a tone for her to accept it. 
“Oh, fuck you, Aleksander. You don’t get to dismiss me that way.” 

She turned to stalk from the room. 

“Are you going to run now, Milaya?” 


That stopped her in her tracks. She turned, expecting to see rage on his countenance, and 
found only a neutral mask. As furious as she was, she hated that he was hiding himself. 


She squared her shoulders. “No.” 
He nodded. “Good. Then are we going to sort this out?” 


“How do you propose we do that?” 


“T have no fucking idea, Malyshka, but we have to find a way. Isn’t that the point of being 
married?” 


“Yeah. Ok.” 

He crossed the room to her, drew her into his arms. 

“Do you think part of you is just angry at me for neglecting you?” 

“Tt’s not just that—” 

“T know. I don’t mean to trivialize your feelings. But I am sorry for not being here.” 
She wrapped her arms around his waist. “I’m sorry too.” 


“Now that the sale is through and Van Eck is dealt with, I could get away for a while. What 
would you say to a trip?” 


“Maybe that would be good.” 
“Tt will be, Milaya. I promise.” 


“Ok.” 


Chapter 34 


Chapter Notes 


Friends, 


We're so near to the end of this journey! I'll say more about this chapter in the end notes, 
but I hope you enjoy it, and I'm curious to see your reactions. 


This is, for all intents and purposes, the last main chapter. There will be two epilogues, 
one of which I post Monday and the other Friday. It's so sweet to have finished this and 
to get to share it with you, but I will miss all your reactions to Alina's journey. Thank 
you! 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


They went to bed that night in silence—everything between them fragile, the peace tentative. 
Still, Aleksander pulled her close when they climbed under the covers, and she willingly 
rolled to rest her head on his chest. The next morning they called their respective staff to 
inform them that they would be absent until the next Monday. Then they packed their bags. 


“Pack comfortable layers, Milaya. It’s a bit colder where we’re headed.” 
“Where are we headed?” 
“Somewhere special.” 


She wasn’t sure what to expect. Did he have a secret chateau he hadn’t shown her yet? She 
didn’t feel like teasing him about it, though, so she just nodded and packed an assortment of 
jeans and sweaters and t-shirts. She’d intended to throw in a couple of dresses and some 
heals, but Aleksander stopped her. 


“No need, Alinochka. We won’t have occasion to dress up. Just a few quiet days together. 
Time to talk without interruption.” 


“Ok.” 


They climbed into the old Prius, which still made Alina smile when she saw it, and drove 
north. For hours. 


For the first hour, they said nothing, just stared out the windshield and listened to the classical 
radio station playing softly in the background. It was drizzling slightly, as though the world 
outside matched their vague melancholy. 


It was, Alina reflected during that silent hour, their first real fight since the wedding. And she 
hadn’t run, and he hadn’t concealed himself from her. That was encouraging, certainly. But 
she still hated to be at odds with him—especially when she couldn’t fully articulate why she 
was upset at him at all. 


The silence eventually grew tiresome. It was Aleksander who spoke first—asking tactful 
questions about how she’d spent her week. He didn’t return any details about his work on the 
sale or the board’s recent votes. She appreciated that, even though she was curious. Corporate 
politics needed to be set to the side for the moment. 


They talked about Elena’s garden, and about whether Zoya and Nik would get engaged, and 
about the excessive number of books she had packed even though reading was not the point 
of the trip. It had been a while since they’d shared this sort of conversation. Up until last 
Friday, most of their conversations had revolved around Lantsov and the board. It was good 
to be reminded that their relationship hadn’t been born from those schemes. 


When conversation lapsed, Alina pulled out one of her books and read aloud for a while. The 
Bear and the Nightingale. It had been on her TBR for a long time, and within a couple of 
chapters they were both entranced. Alina loved the vibrant humanity of each character, but 
she suspected Aleksander was just drawn in by the mention of Morozko. 


That kept them occupied until Aleksander pulled off the highway onto a narrow country road. 
He was driving without GPS, clearly certain of his route. This place must really have been 
special, because he’d used GPS to get to the Maine house, if only to check the optimal route. 


She noticed that they were following sings for Sackets Harbor, but they turned off before they 
ever reached a town. She began to glimpse water through the trees to their left. Ten minutes 
later, Aleksander turned down a gravel drive. They stopped in front of a tiny cabin with a 
breathtaking view of the lake—Lake Ontario, she’d gathered from the road signs, though the 
label felt insufficient for the endless water before them. 


In spite of the magnificent vista, it was the house that surprised her. She had grown used to 
opulence in her time with Aleksander. It wasn’t that she was at all disappointed, but a tiny 
cabin wasn’t what she had expected. 


“What is this place?” 
Aleksander actually blushed slightly. “It’s—my secret place, I suppose.” 
“Oh?” 


“My last secret.” He smiled. “When I was twelve, my mother just—decided, one summer, 
that we were going on vacation. | still don’t understand why. We never wasted money on 
things like trips. I’d never stayed anywhere away from home. She didn’t even let me go on 
the school trip to DC in sixth grade because it was too expensive. But for some reason, she 
rented this cabin for a week. It should have been so boring. Just me and my irritable mother, 
watching the rain fall on the lake and sitting in front of the wood stove. But it was the best 
week of my life thus far. She was in a better mood than usual. We swam in the lake together 
and made popcorn, and she actually smiled. Then we got back to New York, and everything 


was back to normal. But I never forgot that week. I wrote down the address. And when I sold 
my first company, I looked up the owner, and I made a ridiculously generous offer. I don’t get 
to come up here a lot, but when I really need to think—this is where I go. You’re the first 
person I’ve brought here, apart from Baghra. I never told Luda about it.” 


She walked over and kissed him on the cheek. “Thank you for sharing it with me.” 
“Of course, Milaya. It’s yours now, too.” 


That reminded them both of the substance of their fight—his world, his work, their money— 
and the warmth of the moment faded, but neither of them chose to raise the tense subject yet. 


“Care for the grand tour?” he asked, digging the key out of his pocket. 


“Yes, please.” 


The cabin was all one room plus a small bathroom. There was an old fold-out sofa, a couple 
of inviting armchairs, a kitchenette, and a desk facing out the large back window towards the 
lake. The back door opened onto a deck with a charcoal grill and rickety two-person table, a 
few flagstone steps leading down to a dilapidated dock. She couldn’t think of a better place to 
hide from the world—or to confront their relationship issues. 


Fedyor had packed a huge cooler of food for them, and Aleksander unloaded it into the fridge 
and pantry, while Alina put their clothes in the old oak chest of drawers that stood against one 
wall. The cabin was cold, and she pulled on a thick sweater and wool socks, then went over 
to the stove to see if she could start a fire. 


She was very bad at it. After her little pyramid of logs collapsed for the second time, 
Aleksander came over and, with a chuckle, completely rearranged them. His hands were deft 
and confident, and the fire caught quickly. 


“You stay here and warm up, Milaya. I’m going to go split some wood so we don’t have to 
worry about it later.” 


Soon the sound of a hatchet resounded from the side of the house, and she couldn’t resist 
crossing to the window to get a glimpse Sasha as he worked through a pile of logs, splitting 
them neatly. Where had he learned to do that? 


Watching him was mesmeric. Muscles corded under his black t-shirt, and every so often he 
had to toss strands of hair out of his face. Sometimes she had to pinch herself, knowing that 
she had married this gorgeous man. 


For a moment or fifteen, she lost herself in a fantasy of the two of them, in some long-gone 
era, living off the land, indifferent to the outside world and safe from its endless moral 
compromises. But it was just a dream, and it burst like a soap bubble when Aleksander turned 
back to her. A ray of light caught on the face of his Patek Philippe, and even as he smiled at 
her, slightly smug at her obvious ogling, and she smiled back, she remembered that the world 
was not so easy to escape. 


They didn’t talk much for the rest of the day. They had sandwiches for lunch and went on a 
long walk along the lake, and then Alina chopped vegetables and Aleksander sautéed and 
seasoned them to make chilli. They ate it with the cornbread Fedyor had sent, on the floor in 
front of the fire. It was odd—everything felt at once fragile and secure. She enjoyed these 
domestic rhythms as much as ever, loved him as much as ever. Yet the sense of resentment, 
of fear and discontent had not abated. 


She could feel Aleksander’s gaze on her constantly, apprehension and pain mingling with 
affection in his eyes. That night, as they curled up on the too-soft sofa bed, he pulled her 
close again. 


After breakfast the next morning, they both felt it was time to talk. Alina had woken up early 
and slipped out of bed to write morning pages at the desk overlooking the lake. She had 
found herself scribbling about her feelings towards Aleksander. Surprisingly, the resentment 
had faded. It still lurked in her mind, the thought that he had turned her into someone she 
wasn’t. But she had known, even before their fight, that the accusation was unfair. She felt 
that more strongly now: none of this was his fault. She had known the man she was marrying. 


So when he asked her what she was feeling, she was ready with her answer. 


“T’m sorry for blaming you for my feelings, Aleksander. You were right—I asked you to get 
rid of Lantsov, and I asked to help. And I did /ove working with you. I loved feeling useful. 
Like I really had a role in your life.” 


“Youre my wife, Milaya. You always have a role in my life—the most important role.” 


She smiled and nodded. “I know. I don’t doubt that. It’s just that you—you give me 
everything. I sometimes feel like I have nothing to give in return. But helping—that was 
something concrete. I liked that.” 


He nodded. “I can understand that. But I hope you know that the only thing I need from you 
is your love, Malyshka. Nothing else.” 


“T know.” She paused, trying to find the words. “I just—you were right, that I’ve always 
thought of myself as better because I was broke and progressive and hard-working. And I’m 
still not sure that was—wrong, entirely. A lot of the people we have to socialise with for 
business are— Terrible, honestly.” 


“T’m not going to argue with that. You forget that I grew up without money too, Alinochka. I 
remember how jarring it was to join this world, and how much disdain I had—still have, in 
many ways—for my new peers. In principle, you weren’t wrong to treat the wealthy as 
morally suspect. There’s a reason so many world religions preach the virtues of poverty. 
Money can corrupt you. It can reveal the darkest parts of yourself that, absent the resources, 
would remain repressed. It can insulate you from hardship and smother your sense of 
compassion. Over the years, I have come to accept who I am and what I have. I have tried to 
use the money for good, to make sure MI improves the world. But I know I am a different 
man because of the money, because of my work, than I would be without it. Some part of me 


will always be monstrous, and success has only fed that part. I can live with that, Solnyshka. 
The question is, can you?” 


“T don’t know,” she whispered. 


“Well, consider your options. We didn’t sign a prenup. You have legal access to all my assets. 
You could sell everything, including our shares in MI. We could liquidate all the properties, 
move into a little home in the suburbs, try being ordinary people. Hell, we could live in this 
cabin and survive on service industry jobs, if you really wanted that. You’re radically free, 
Milaya. You could buy a sailboat and try to circumnavigate the globe if you really wanted. I 
would do that for you. If that’s what would make you happy.” 


“You would hate that, Aleksander—any of those options. You would hate losing control of 
MI.” 


“Yes. But I love you more. So what do you want?” 


She could tell he was half in earnest, half testing her, but she chose to take the question 
seriously. “If we sold our shares in MI, whoever took over would probably do something 
worse with it than you’re doing now. At least you make sure that operations are carbon 
neutral and you don’t invest in fossil fuels.” 


“True.” 
“And you pay well and provide good benefits to your employees.” 
“To the extent the board permits me, yes.” 


“And we have the Foundation. There are a lot of good places to give money away, but while 
we control the Foundation, we can have the highest degree of certainty that the donations 
actually make a difference.” 


“Also true.” 
“But as long as you’re CEO, we still have to—have a certain lifestyle.” 
“Probably. We could try to live on much less, but it would be difficult.” 


It all made sense, but to her ears, these still sounded like excuses for making the easy choice. 
If she were honest, was she truly convinced that wealth was in itself morally corrosive? That 
they were worse people for keeping it? And if so, was it still better that they keep it, than 
hand it over to others who were likely to manage it worse? There wasn’t an obvious right 
answer. And that being the case, wasn’t the right answer to follow the course that would 
allow her to do some good and keep the man she loved happy? Did she care if she wasn’t 
truly a good person, so long as she and Aleksander were content together? It was a 
frightening thought. But it was a true one. 


“Could we do with—somewhat less?” she asked at last, grasping for even a half measure to 
reassure herself. 


“Certainly. Do you want to meet with our accountants, Milaya?” 


The thought of knowing exactly how much money they had terrified her, but it seemed 
foolish to hide from it. “Actually, yeah. I think that would be good for me to do. And, I think 
there are things I’d want to change.” 


“Oh?” 


“T love the townhouse, but—well, it’s huge. And wasteful. I think maybe we should hire 
someone to make it more sustainable—solar panels, that kind of thing. And if sustainability 
isn’t achievable in that space, I think I’d like to move.” 


“Of course, Malyshka. We can do that.” 


“And I think—Genya’s been so generous with her time to handle my wardrobe, but I don’t 
know anything about the ethics of the brands she buys. The things we consume matter to me 
—knowing that our food and our clothes are sustainably sourced. That sort of thing. And I 
think I’d like to buy less, in general.” 


“Are you trying to tactfully say that I buy you too many gifts, Milaya.” 


“T love your gifts, Sasha. And I know that wearing jewelry to formal events is necessary. But 
you’ve already given me so much. I’d rather you sign that money over to the Foundation.” 


“Tf you insist, moya lyubov. But none of this addresses your real concerns, does it? That 
you’ve had to manipulate people, be someone you aren’t.” 


“T don’t know if Pll ever have—a good answer for that. If we want to keep control, we have 
to keep the board on-side.” 


“That’s true. But you don’t have to spend so much time with people you dislike if you don’t 
wish to.” 


“True. I need to think about that. I did enjoy those political games with you—I did. But that 
can’t be the point of my life, you know? You spend all day guiding MI, and the networking 
and persuasion and manipulation is just one part of that. But it’s been—In some ways, it’s 
been my whole life since the wedding. And that wasn’t wise.” 


“T can understand that.” 
“T suppose I’m still figuring out my purpose, and how MI fits into that.” 
“Milaya, as long as I fit into your life, I don’t care if you have nothing to do with MI.” 


She kissed him. She felt relieved, even if so much was still uncertain. Who was she? How 
was she to relate to the world that surrounded her? It turned out that those questions might 
not have a definitive answer—that understanding herself might be her lifelong work. She 
doubted she would ever find some solution or ethic that made her lifestyle entirely free of 
guilt. But she couldn’t let some unachievable ideal of perfection keep her from ever being 
happy—from trying to do good with everything she had. 


It wasn’t an easy thought to metabolise. 

“Can I ask you something else, Malyshka?” 

“Of course.” 

“You talk about finding a purpose. Why won’t you try publishing your novel?” 


She didn’t let herself think before responding. “Because I’m afraid no one will want it, and 
I'll have to admit that writing isn’t my purpose after all.” 


And then she started crying. 


Aleksander pulled her close, and when she’d finally cried herself out, he wiped the tears 
away and laid gentle kisses on her cheeks and eyelids. “This has been weighing on you, my 
Alina.” 


“Yeah.” She gave a small, tearful laugh. “I guess it has.” She felt lighter, simply for having 
voiced her fear. 


“T meant it when I told you that the world deserves to read your novel, Alinochka. It’s a 
marvellous book. Don’t you owe it to yourself to try?” 


“Yeah. You’re right.” She did owe it to herself. She owed it to Alina Starkova, who had spent 
her evenings in that tiny, lonely apartment trying to find the inspiration to write anything, 
fearing that the crushing realities of survival would prevent her ever achieving her artistic 
goals. She could try. 


They left the conversation there, decided to drive into Sackets Harbor for lunch. When they 
returned home, they lit the stove again, and Alina spent the evening reading more of The 
Bear and the Nightingale while Aleksander took care of a few emails. They made love that 
night, slowly, eyes open and drinking in the sight of each other in the firelight. 


They spent the weekend swimming and walking and cuddling together, talking about every 
topic that crossed their minds, difficult and trivial both. She woke up very early on Sunday 
morning and walked down to the dock, watching as the sun slowly illuminated the mist 
hanging over the shore. When she turned, sensing movement far away to her right, she saw a 
stag, standing in the shallows and staring back at her. She waited, hardly daring to breathe, 
until it drank and then left as silently as it had come. 


When they packed up on Sunday afternoon, she felt at peace in a way she hadn’t been since 
their honeymoon. While she still had a mountain of reservations about their wealth and 
lifestyle, she could honestly say that she chose this life—just as she chose to love Aleksander. 
She would accept the complexities and uncertainties because she loved him. And she would 
do her best to accomplish what good she could with the outrageous privileges afforded her as 
his wife. Figuring out what that meant would probably also take her a lifetime—but it felt 
less burdensome than before. 


As they climbed into the car, Aleksander reached over to clasp her hand. 
“T think we should start meeting with Marya again when we get home, Milaya.” 


He looked anxious as he waited for her response, which amused her. True, before their 
marriage, had someone told her that she and her husband would be in counselling before their 
first anniversary, she would have taken it as a sign of disaster. But her life had changed, and 
she with it. 


Now she knew that love—even the fairy tale kind—was work. The work of a lifetime. And 
neither of them would shrink from the task, the intermingled burden and bliss. 


She smiled. “I’d like that, Sasha.” 


He bent down to kiss her, and she relished the gentle caress of his lips, his closeness, the 
scent of him. When he drew back, he was smiling softly. 


I 


“Let’s go home, Milaya.’ 


Chapter End Notes 


So, I really am curious to see your reactions to this chapter! Some of you will probably 
think Alina is making much ado about nothing. Others of you will likely conclude she's 
making excuses for herself to keep a lifestyle that's easy. 


This is Alina's answer, certainly not my endorsement of a single right answer. But then, 
I'm not sure there is a single right answer. That's become the point of this story 
somewhere along the way: that we all must find our own ways to navigate the 
challenges and opportunities of our lives. Some issues and choices are black and white. 
So many others are grey, and we all have to live with those. 


But I'll spare you the sermonising. Let me know what you think. And thank you for 
reading! <3 


Chapter 35 


Chapter Summary 


A word from Aleksander, as our story draws to a close. 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Fresh snow was falling as their car pulled up outside the chalet in Telluride. They’d been 
lucky to make it at all. A snowstorm had set in in New York the day before their scheduled 
flight, to the glee of all the children hoping for a white Christmas, and to the despair of 
Aleksander who wanted to get his wife out of the city in time for their anniversary. It had 
taken two days to clear the runways, and so they were arriving on the morning of their 
anniversary. 


He handed his wife out of the car. She was adorable, bundled up in her overcoat and a fluffy 
faux fur cowl, huddling under his arm for extra warmth. Sometimes he wished he could just 
tuck her away in his pocket, cozy and safe, and reserved for his eyes only. Alas, Alina would 
never agree to be so cloistered. But for the next week, at least, he had her to himself. They 
would fly back to New York on the 29", weather permitting, and hold a small Christmas 
party with friends before the company New Year’s gala. 


He knew Alina was eager to celebrate the holiday with her friends. Nina Zenik and Matthias 
Helvar had shocked everyone by eloping over Thanksgiving, and Genya planned to propose 
to David at Christmas, so there would be a great deal to celebrate. But all Aleksander cared 
about was the week of quiet with his so/nyshka. 


It had been a turbulent and triumphant first year of marriage. Thanks to Alina, cutting 
Lantsov out of the company had gone far more smoothly than he’d ever imagined when he 
first signed the merger. It had always been his plan to end that partnership someday, but with 
his charming wife at his side, the task had been accomplished quickly and cleanly. 


Alina’s guilt afterwards had been an unpleasant surprise, one which he cursed himself for not 
anticipating. Just because she had accepted him didn’t mean that she had reconciled herself to 
his lifestyle and his associates. He understood that. His own disdain for the trust fund brats 
he’d gone to school and then gone into business with remained unshaken after decades, but it 
never made him feel guilty about his own success. Alina was more generous than he, and she 
certainly considered herself more principled. Those principles hadn’t kept her from handling 
the Lantsovs with a ruthlessness that he adored, nor, it seemed, did she really wish to give up 
any of the privileges which their wealth brought them. 


Instead, in recent months they had worked out a series of compromises which seemed to 
soothe her conscience. A consultant had recently completed evaluations of all of their 
properties, and come spring they would begin renovations to integrate solar panels and other 
eco-friendly measures. After her meeting with their accountants and financial advisers, they 
had agreed to give a larger proportion of their income to the Foundation, which pleased her. 
She had suggested he cut his own salary, but he had been able to persuade her that since the 
economy was stable, such an act would look fishy to investors. She was content to accept that 
rationale and devote her time to researching new causes which the Foundation could support. 
He suspected in due course she would become more directly involved in political advocacy. 
The Morozova Foundation retained its own lobbyists, after all, and Alina would be a 
marvellous representative for their education and climate initiatives. 


All in good time, though. The coming year held more than enough to keep them occupied. 


In the large suitcase full of her Christmas presents was a flat, rectangular box. It contained a 
contract from a literary agent interested in representing her novel. 


She’d started the querying process in August and had yet to find an agent on her own. He 
knew that she might be upset rather than pleased by his interfere ce. Though the agent had 
genuinely been impressed by the book, Aleksander had used his connections to secure the 
offered contract. Alina might see it as cheating. He’d thought about staging the whole thing, 
having the agent reach out to her directly, pretending that a colleague had recommended the 
manuscript. But if she ever found out she would be both crushed and furious. He had learned, 
over the past two years, not to hide things from her if it could be helped. 


If she wished to decline the offer of representation and continue on her own, he would 
certainly understand. But he suspected she might be relieved. After all, conventional 
publishing was a punishing and inequitable process. His precious so/nyshka had a gift that 
deserved to be shared, and this would get her foot in the door. He hadn’t been lying when he 
told her the world needed to read her words. She had dreamed of publishing a novel for most 
of her life, and it was within his power to see that dream fulfilled. Why shouldn’t he? 


Meanwhile, she had a surprise for him as well. She thought he didn’t know about the little 
box containing a positive pregnancy test, which she’d carefully wrapped and hidden in her 
own luggage. His silly girl, thinking that he didn’t already know she was pregnant. As if he 
wouldn’t notice that her breasts were swollen, she’d been more tired than usual for the last 
month, and she’d recently developed an aversion to her favorite strawberry yoghurt. He was 
elated, and he could wait for her to stage her little announcement. Feigning surprise didn't 
count as lying, did it? 


He had never imagined, when he walked into that miserable bar in that miserable town, how 
much his life was about to change. He still thought about that night sometimes. He’d been 
sitting in his hotel, at loose ends, unable to escape the memories of those years when he’d 
been hard at work on his MBA, eaten through with ambition and desperately missing Luda. 
He’d hated those memories—hated the weak part of him that had still sometimes missed his 
late wife. So he’d left the room and sought out somewhere to nurse his bad mood in 
obscurity. 


And then, there she was: his solnyshka, his little wife, looking as miserable as he felt. The 
sight of her was like some magic spell, banishing all thought of Luda. He was seized with a 
familiar hunger, but also a deep yearning he’d never experienced before. He knew she was 
his—his soulmate—and he would do whatever it took, from that moment on, to keep her 
forever. 


Their first year of marriage had only proven him correct. She was his perfect partner, his 
secret weapon, the light to his darkness. His future. His everything. 


That night, when she fell asleep in his arms after a decadent anniversary meal and an equally 
decadent round of love-making, he slipped one hand down to rest on her stomach, imagining 
their baby hidden safe within. He hoped the child had her pert little chin and her radiant 
smile. 


Yes, the coming year would be full of challenges, full of goodness, and they would meet it all 
together. 


When he’d first persuaded her to move to New York, he had intended to train her to become 
the wife he needed, and he had certainly succeeded. Alina Morozova was glorious, exceeding 
his every expectation, but that did not surprise him. 


What he could never have anticipated was how she would change him. How she would 
demand to see him in his entirety, to uncover the dark, hidden truths of his soul. She had 
drawn it all into the light, and yet she loved him. 


Nothing in his life had prepared him for such incalculable, devastating grace. 


He would never grow accustomed to the happiness she brought him. He would never stop 
striving to make her just as happy. She was his destiny, and he would never let her go. 


Chapter End Notes 


Every time I write this Aleksander's POV, he gets even MORE sappy. Sappy and 
sketchy--that's our Sasha. 


I can't believe how close we are to the end! The epilogue will be up on Friday. <3 


Epilogue 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


There are certain things Alina Morozova knows: 


She knows she loves her husband. She knows she loves her child: her perfect baby, Anton 
Aleksandrovich Morozova—Anton for her father. He arrived the August before their second 
anniversary, pure happiness and infinite fear in swaddling cloths. 


She knows that her husband will never stop loving her. Will never stop wanting her. There 
was a time after Antosha was born when the world had darkened around her. She had felt 
trapped in a body that didn’t belong to her, shabby and worn next to her ever-flawless 
husband, and she had feared that his affections would waver. But he had only cared for her 
with his usual obsessive tenderness, held her as she cried, carried her to the bath and washed 
her hair for her on days when she lacked the will to emerge from bed. And when the darkness 
lifted, she had known that his promises were true: they belonged to each other, forever. 


She knows that there are parts of this surreal life that she cherishes: 


Living in places of natural and architectural beauty. Having freedom to visit any museum she 
wishes, whenever she wishes. The soap she discovered in Marseille, which so enchanted her 
with its clashing scents of olive and honey that Aleksander stocked it in every one of their 
houses thereafter. Gardening on the days she wishes to and letting the gardeners garden on 
the days she does not. Satchels made from leather soft as rose petals. Piece by piece, 
replacing Aleksander’s stylish furniture with the antiques and handicrafts she inevitably finds 
when they travel. Buying all the books she wants. Eating from hand-thrown pottery, which 
always makes her smile and makes her guests wrinkle their noses and say something half- 
hearted about eclecticism or rustic charm. Choosing to pay others for tasks she prefers not to 
do: like stocking her wardrobe with the work of young designers and ethical labels; like 
cleaning her house; like cooking her food. Making donations to libraries and museums and 
grants for young artists and outreach programs for underprivileged children. Making those 
donations anonymously as often as possible, so she feels warm inside and Aleksander purses 
his lips in affectionate annoyance at the lost PR opportunity. Spoiling her friends and her 
husband and her child with truly outrageous gifts. 


These are the things she likes. 

These are the things she knows. 

There are certain things that Alina does not know: 
She does not know if all of this can last. 


Strike that—she knows it cannot. She learned at too early an age that this is the nature of 
human life: Good things cannot last. What she does not know is which of the many good 


things in her life will last to her dying breath. 


A return to relative poverty does not frighten her. She has survived foster care, and she could 
survive the loss of affluence. 


She does not know if she could survive the loss of Aleksander. It keeps her awake at night, 
sometimes, knowing that they have grown so entangled together that there can be no 
happiness for either of them if they are ever torn apart. Money can buy security but never 
certainty, especially in matters of the heart. 


She does not know if she is a good person. She likes to think so, and then she finds herself 
forgetting to thank a waiter at a restaurant, or flying to Italy just because she’s glum, and she 
is forced to stop and wonder. 


She does not know if the stag, that night Aleksander proposed, was a warning to run or a 
confirmation to stay. She has come to believe that there is no right answer to that question, 
just as there is no single right course to life. The stag might have been calling her to escape, 
to keep her freedom, not to let Aleksander consume her. But just as she chooses to love her 
husband, she chooses to believe that it was a blessing, a sign that her wayward orphan’s heart 
had found and claimed its home. She still dreams about the stag sometimes, when great 
changes approach and decisions must be made. It never gives her answers, but it comforts her 
nonetheless. She is not alone. 


At times in the past ten years, the weight of what she does not know has buried her. She has 
struggled to face herself in the mirror. She has wondered if she should grab Anton and run, 
let him grow up without the burden of his father’s ambition. But then a sunbeam or her 
husband’s smile or a riotous vase of tulips recalls her, and she reminds herself not to throw 
her life away in fear. 


There are many things Alina will never know, but one thing she does: this strange life is far 
from perfect, but it’s precious. And it’s hers. 


Chapter End Notes 


Friends, 


I'm overwhelmed to have reached the end of this story. There have been many, many 
occasions over the past two years when I was sure I wouldn't finish it. I wrote this 
epilogue months ago, not certain I would ever post it. Your enthusiasm has kept me 


going. 


I've learned a lot writing this story—about writing and about myself. And that was only 
possible because of your generous and fascinating reactions in the comments. Truly. 


What's most remarkable, I think, is that in spite of the sporadic updates, I've never 
received a rude comment demanding the next chapter. You've all been so patient, and 


that's kept the journey enjoyable. 
So thank you, thank you, thank you! 


Love, 
River 


Please drop by the Archive and comment to let the creator know if you enjoyed their work! 


